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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to examine Cajun English (CE)-speaking children’s
marking of infinitival TO. To do this, CE-speaking children’s marking of infinitival TO was
compared to the marking of infinitival TO by Southern White English (SWE)- and African
American English (AAE)-speaking children. Marking of infinitival TO also was examined as a
function of the children’s clinical status (i.e., Specific Language Impairment, SLI, or typically
developing, TD) and by the verb contexts that preceded the infinitival TO forms.
The data came from 180 kindergarteners who lived in four rural towns in Assumption
Parish, Louisiana. The children’s dialect classifications were based on their school location,
which led to 37 children classified speakers of CE, 68 classified as speakers of SWE, and 75
classified as speakers of AAE. The children’s clinical status was based on a review of each
child’s academic profile and test scores, which led to 54 children classified as SLI and 126
classified as TD. The data were 4,530 infinitival TO contexts that were extracted from playbased, examiner-child, language samples. Within the samples, the children’s infinitival TO
contexts were coded as zero marked (e.g., went Ø go) or overtly marked (e.g., went to go), and
the preceding verb contexts were classified as GO, COME, WENT, or all OTHER verbs (e.g.,
want, like, have).
Results indicated that the children’s overall marking of infinitival TO did not differ as a
function of their dialects. However, the preceding verb context influenced the CE-speaking
children’s rates of zero marking in ways that differed from what was found for the SWE- and
AAE-speaking children. Also, for each dialect, the children’s overall rates of zero marked
infinitival TO were higher for the SLI group than for the TD controls, and this finding was

xiv

directly tied to differences in the children’s zero marking of infinitival TO when it was preceded
by a verb classified as OTHER. Together, these findings show subtle differences in the use of
grammar by children who speak different nonmainstream dialects of English while also further
documenting the grammatical weaknesses of children with SLI within these dialects.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Growing up in a rural farm town in Avoyelles Parish, I always knew that our
community was different from others in Louisiana. We do not have the same cultural
practices compared to the people who live farther than 45 minutes north of home. We give
people distances in minutes rather than miles. Sometimes, we roll our R’s and often use nonEnglish words. Above all, we never eat a white gumbo. We are Cajuns.
People around the world recognize Louisiana for its linguistic and cultural diversity,
and this includes communities where two French vernaculars, Cajun French and Louisiana
Creole French, have been documented. In south Louisiana, these language varieties are still
spoken by some residents who are called Francophones. Many, but not all Francophones live
in a 22-parish area in south Louisiana. In the 1960s, the state officially named this area
Acadiana, which is also known as the Acadian Triangle. A map of the region is depicted in
Figure 1-1 through shading.

Figure 1-1. Map of Acadiana.
1

Acadiana extends west into Beaumont, Texas, north to Avoyelles Parish, Louisiana,
and east to Grand Isle, Louisiana (Dubois, Gautreau, Margot, Melancon, & Veler, 1995;
Henry, 1998). While the majority of Louisiana Francophones reside in the delimited
parishes, not all do. Other Francophones reside in Natchitoches Parish as well as north of
Lake Pontchartrain. The geographic limitations (e.g., rivers, bayous, and swamplands) of
Acadiana have historically limited its residents’ exposure to English, which has helped
maintain the various French vernaculars (Dubois et al., 1995).
South Louisianans are proud of their French ancestry – even when the primary
language has shifted to English. Cajun, a term that was once used pejoratively towards
Louisiana Francophones, is one way that younger residents in Cajun Country celebrate their
heritage (Dubois & Horvath, 2002). In addition to the use of Cajun as a social identity
marker, those who identify as such have been shown to produce a dialect(s) of English that
differs from General American English (GAE), Southern White English (SWE), and African
American English (AAE). The English dialect of Cajuns is often referred to in the literature
as Cajun English (CE). At least in adults, CE differs from other varieties of English in
several ways, including the frequency at which particular types of morphological and
phonological structures are produced. Examples of CE morphological structures include zero
past tense (e.g., Yesterday, he talkØ to the man.) and WAS-leveling (e.g., They was
screaming at him!), and an example of a CE phonetics/phonology pattern includes phoneme
/t,d/ substitution (e.g., dat for that). Although these language structures can also be found in
other dialects such as SWE and AAE, their frequencies are higher in CE relative to the low
frequencies at which other nonmainstream structures are produced within CE. In addition,
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CE includes some nonmainstream structures that have not been documented in other dialects
of English. An example of a unique CE structure is the use of the emphatic pronoun (e.g.,
Me, I’m hungry.).
The focus of my dissertation is on the dialect of CE as compared to SWE and AAE,
two nonmainstream dialects of English in Louisiana. Through my analyses I hoped to
achieve two goals. First, I wanted my findings to contribute to the field of sociolinguistics
and the study of CE so that speakers of this dialect can better understand and value it as a
legitimate linguistic system. Thus far, the study of CE has primarily focused on a limited
number of phonological and grammar structures. Other structures need to be studied to
expand our knowledge of the dialect.
Second, as a speech-language pathologist who is passionate about serving individuals
with language impairments, I wanted my findings to help others distinguish between CE
speakers with language impairment from CE speakers without language impairment. To do
this, I included in my study children who do and do not present a childhood language
impairment that is referred to by researchers as Specific Language Impairment (SLI).
The linguistic markers of SLI within CE must be identified. For children who speak
GAE, the linguistic profile of SLI includes higher rates of zero marking, or omissions of verb
morphology such as: past tense, third person singular, and copula and auxiliary BE (Leonard,
2014; Rice, Wexler, & Cleave, 1995; Schwartz, in press). For children who speak
nonmainstream dialects of American English such as CE, SWE, and AAE, diagnostic
inaccuracy may arise because typically developing speakers of these dialects also zero mark
structures (Oetting & McDonald, 2001). In this case, the zero marking is dialect appropriate
and not indicative of a language disorder. Since a zero marked form can be produced by both
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a child with SLI and a typically developing child who speaks a nonmainstream dialect, this
has been referred to as a diagnostic conundrum (Seymour, Bland-Stewart, & Green, 1998).
The diagnostic conundrum is well recognized in the field of speech-language pathology. As
such, there are a number of studies in the field that seek to solve this problem. These studies
often focus on morphology and involve group comparisons between children with and
without SLI.
Infinitival TO, which is one of the first forms of complex syntax produced by
children, is a morphological structure that is also zero marked at higher rates by GAEspeaking children with SLI as compared to GAE-speaking typical controls (Arndt & Schuele,
2012). Multiple studies of infinitival TO have also been completed with GAE-speaking
children (Arndt & Schuele, 2012; Eisenberg, 2003, 2004; Eisenberg & Cairns, 1994; Owen
& Leonard, 2006; Schuele & Dykes, 2005). These studies provide valuable information
about this structure that can be used to assess the language skills of GAE-speaking children.
Yet missing from studies of infinitival TO are children who speak nonmainstream dialects of
English such as CE. Zero marking of infinitival occurs in CE but has yet to be formally
quantified.
In this dissertation, I contribute data to both the English dialect literature and SLI
literature by examining the infinitival TO system in children who speak CE, SWE, and AAE
and by examining within these dialects, the infinitival TO system of children with and
without SLI. As background, I discuss four relevant topics in Chapter 2. First, I discuss the
socio-cultural and language history of south Louisiana to understand historical and cultural
identity changes that have occurred in the state. Second, I review previous studies of CE to
learn about the structures that have been studied and the types of findings that have been
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documented for these structures. Third, I discuss infinitival TO as an additional structure that
needs to be studied to better understand CE. Finally, I review studies to show that verb
morphology and infinitival TO are difficult for GAE-speaking children with SLI. As such, a
study of infinitival TO in children with and without SLI who speak CE relative to those who
speak SWE and AAE is warranted.

5

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Louisiana in Pre-Colonial and Colonial Eras
The Native Americans were originally the first settlers of Louisiana, with estimated
dates extending as far back as 8000-6000 BCE (Kniffen & Gregory, 1994). However, little is
known about the Native Americans before European settlement of the New World. The first
written accounts in French referred to the Native Americans as les sauvages, or savages.
Tribes of Native Americans, documented in the French and English records, included the
Atakapas (including the Taensa and Opelousas), Caddo, Chitimacha, Chocktaw, Natchez
(including the Taensa and Avoyel), and Tunica (Henry & Bankston, 2002; Kniffen &
Gregory, 1994).
In 1682, la Louisiane or Louisiana was established by René-Robert Cavalier, Sieur de
la Salle. Initially, the territory was divided into Haute-Louisiane and Basse-Lousiane, upper
and lower areas respectively, but over time, Basse-Louisiane became known as la Louisiane
and later become known as Louisiana. The 17th century Francophone residents who lived in
la Louisiane consisted of les français, or actual French citizens, and les créoles, the nativeborn or local residents of Louisiana (Ancelet, 1988; Brasseaux, Fontenot, & Oubre, 1996;
Henry & Bankston, 2002; Sexton, 2000).
In the 1730s, the population of la Louisiane doubled in size, and new ethnic identities
emerged (Brasseaux et al., 1996). The term créole evolved to refer to native-born residents
or locals who were typically White and belonged to part of the aristocracy (Brasseaux et al.,
1996; Sexton, 2000). Gens de couleur libre were Louisiana Francophones who were
purchased or who purchased themselves out of slavery. Following their freedom, gens de
couleur libre obtained many legal rights and achieved a higher socioeconomic status similar
6

to les créoles (Brasseaux et al., 1996; Marshall, 1997). As their identities evolved, Klingler
(2003b) and Brasseaux et al. (1996) report that the people who identified as gens de couleur
libre also became to consist of individuals referred to as mulattoes (i.e., a mixed-race of
White and Black) and Native Americans. In addition, gens de couleur were the children of
gens de couleur libre (Brasseaux et al., 1996). Another term found in the records is les
créoles noirs or the Black Creoles. Créoles noirs was used to indicate that the person was of
color and was born free in Louisiana (Brasseaux et al., 1996; Klingler, 2003b).
From 1755 to 1764, a mass deportation, known as le Grand Dérangement, or the
Great Upheaval, forced French-speaking residents of Acadie1, or Acadia, out of Canada. The
political motivation for the deportation was tied to an unwillingness of French-speaking
Catholics to take the British oath. Exiles sought shelter in secluded parts of Acadie, escaped
to the Caribbean, or settled along the coast from Maine to Maryland (Brasseaux, 1987). By
1770, approximately 1,000 of these refugees migrated to and settled in Acadiana (Brasseaux,
1987). Documents show that these individuals were identified as les acadiens, or Acadians,
and were White Francophones (Ancelet, 2007; Sexton, 2000). Other written accounts show
that outsiders called people in this group acadien and cadien2 (Henry & Bankston, 2002).
Les acadiens are described as maintaining a lower socioeconomic status compared to créoles
(Sexton, 2000) and were on the same level as créoles noires (Brasseaux et al., 1996;
Klingler, 2003b).

1

Present-day provinces of Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, and
Newfoundland currently represent it.
2
It can be seen that cadien is a derivative of acadien. I do not argue the etymology of the
presently used English term Cajun; however, it is important to see changes throughout the
literature.
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With several ethnic groups developing amongst each other, residents were exposed to
different languages and different dialects of these languages. White French-speaking
monolinguals produced different varieties of French in both the public and private domains
during Louisiana’s Spanish rule, which led to a more heterogeneous Francophone community
(Ancelet, 2007; Sexton, 2000). Klingler (2003b) and Picone (1997) also claim that around
this time, there were three varieties of French in Louisiana: Cajun French, Louisiana Creole
French, and Colonial/Plantation Society French3. The degree to which these different
language varieties remain in the state is debated and of interest to scholars of French
(Emmitte, 2013).
The Louisiana Purchase: 1803 to 1900
After the United States purchased the Louisiana Territory in 1803, multiple ethnic
labels, languages, and dialects continued to exist and evolve. With the heavy Anglo influence
of the United States, English appeared more frequently in public (Ancelet, 2007; Sexton,
2000), and bilingualism (French and English presumably) became valued and/or necessary for
many residents (Ancelet, 2007). The language variety spoken was important because of its tie
to a person’s identity, socioeconomic status, and place of residence (i.e., urban versus rural
areas). Typically, the higher one's socioeconomic status the more likely that individual was to
speak English in the public and self-identify as Creole (Ancelet, 2007; Sexton, 2000).
With the abolition of slavery ensuing after the American Civil War, boundaries
between the terms for gens de couleur libre, gens de couleur, and créole noires became
blurred and eventually were superseded by the general umbrella term, créole (Brasseaux et

3

Louisiana Plantation French was spoken by plantation owners before and after the Civil
War and no longer is spoken by residents (Picone, 1997).
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al., 1996). At the same time, Anglophone use of the English term Acadian was used
interchangeably for any White Francophone who affiliated with acadien, cadien, or créole
heritage (Henry & Bankston, 2002).
By the end of the 19th century, the terms acadien/Acadian no longer overlapped in
written accounts with créole/Creole (Henry & Bankston, 1999, 2002). The label
acadien/Acadian evolved into cadien/Cajun and developed a pejorative connotation (Henry
& Bankston, 2002). The complete transition from the neutral label of acadien/Acadian to the
pejorative label of cadien/Cajun occurred by 1877 (Brasseaux, 1987). As the labels, créoles
(noires) and gens de couleur libre, shifted to the créole label, most Whites began to abandon
the term créole because it became associated with black or mixed-race individuals
(Brasseaux, 1987). Nevertheless, one still found and can continue to find White residents of
Louisiana who self-identify as créole (Klingler, 2003a).
Major Language Shift of Louisiana: 1900 to 1950
From the late 1920s to early 1930s, linguistic isolation of Acadiana drastically
decreased as Governor Huey P. Long expanded roadways throughout Louisiana. This
movement further increased language contact between French and English speakers in the
state. During office, President Roosevelt also pushed for the United States to become one
language (i.e., English), and one people. Ultimately, this declaration began the
Americanization of the country’s identity, which affected all ethnic groups in Louisiana by
creating a stigma for anyone who spoke any variety of Louisiana French (Bernard, 2003;
Sexton, 2000). In addition, change to the 1916 Louisiana State Constitution mandated
English as the sole language of the state. This change resulted in English being the only
language allowed in the schools.
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As French was eliminated in government and the schools, it steadily declined in the
Catholic Church for record keeping purposes, though not totally eliminated until 1954
(Dubois, Leumas, & Richardson, 2007). Over time, speaking French in public places also
became taboo (Brown, 1993). In fact, when children arrived at school speaking French, they
were severely punished and forced to write one specific line repeatedly – I will not speak
French on the school grounds (Arceneaux, 1994). Nevertheless, families continued to speak
their native French variety to their children at home (Dubois & Melançon, 1997).
At the turn of the 20th century, written French accounts in regards to identity were
virtually non-existent (Henry & Bankston, 2002). Therefore, the use of acadien and cadien
was sparse, but ethnic slurs for Louisiana Francophones were recorded such as coonass and
bougalie (Henry & Bankston, 2002). With the decline of all French varieties used in public
settings, both Creoles who were White and Black further declined in prestige (Klingler, 2009).
While political power appears to have played a major role in the overall destruction of
Cajun French and Louisiana Creole French, so did economics. Families wanted more for
their children. The increase in the “American” way of life for higher education and better
economic opportunities led many families to view English as a necessity for economic
success. As families strived to advance economically, they put less value on their use of
Louisiana French varieties (Bernard, 2003; Emmitte, 2013).
Evolution to Present-day Group Identity
In the late 1950s through the 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement was occurring at the
national level, and African Americans were fighting for equal rights. As a result, the
identities of many Black Creoles shifted to Black or African American (Brasseaux et al.,
1996; Dubois & Melançon, 2000). At the same time (specifically in 1968), state law
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established the Council for the Development of French in Louisiana as an attempt to preserve
and promote French in Louisiana (Dubois & Melançon, 1997). When Former Governor
Edwin Edwards and Senator Dudley Leblanc used Cajun French as their platforms in the
1970s, the social stigma associated with Cajun identity for Whites also began to disappear.
White people in Acadiana were finally proud to call themselves Cajun.
By the 1980s, a number of scholars claim that the younger generation of White
Cajuns further underwent a Cajun Renaissance. The word Cajun no longer carried a
negative connotation in public places (Henry & Bankston, 2002). At this time, identifying as
Cajun did not require a major variable once needed – speaking French. Instead, the new
“Cajun” came to be a person with Cajun heritage who spoke a distinct nonmainstream dialect
of English, which is now referred to as CE. The new Cajun spoke CE and had little to no
French-speaking abilities (Bernard, 2003; Dubois & Melançon, 1997; Emmitte, 2013).
In 1995, Dubois and colleagues surveyed four south Louisiana communities to examine
the term Cajun and the use of French as an identity marker (Dubois et al., 1995; Dubois &
Melançon, 1997). Using a 10-point communication task, residents were classified into five
categories: fluent French speakers, semi-French speakers, passive-French speakers, no Frenchspeaking ability with Cajun ancestry, or no French-speaking ability without Cajun ancestry.
The results indicated that as Cajun French-speaking ability decreased, so did Cajun selfidentity. However, this did not explain why the majority of English speakers continued to
identify as Cajun. Upon further investigation, Dubois and colleagues found that respondents
selected yes over 50% of the time for three factors when asked about Cajun identity: (1)
Cajun/Acadian ancestry (80%), (2) having parents/grandparents who spoke Cajun French
(67%), or (3) speaking some form of French (56%). As demonstrated by the results,
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Cajun/Acadian ancestry was the most important factor that was tied to Cajun identity. From
these results, one sees that the informants considered speaking French less important for Cajun
identity at than having Cajun/Acadian ancestry or having grandparents who spoke French.
In summary, over the past few hundred years, the residents of Louisiana have
undergone several different cultural identity shifts that were based on race, politics,
economics, language, and ancestral heritage. The results from Dubois et al. (1995) indicate
that, currently, French-speaking ability has little impact on a person’s ability to identify as
Cajun. Due to the nature and complexity of social identity, Dubois and Horvath (2002)
suggest that people’s Cajun identities are now conveyed through their English variety. Next,
I review several studies that describe the linguistic characteristics of CE.
CE Linguistic Characteristics
As more generations of Cajuns were born, their English variety continued to evolve
and was labelled by Dubois and Melançon (2000) as CE. The linguistic variation of the first
generation of CE speakers was assumed to be influenced by their French dialect, especially
in their phonetic and phonological (i.e., sound system and patterns) and morphosyntactic
(i.e., grammar) systems. This process is called interference (Paradis, Genesee, & Crago,
2011). However, younger speakers were typically monolingual English speakers, and their
use of CE could no longer be attributed French language interference. In addition,
geographic isolation of CE speakers in Acadiana is thought to have played a role by
maintaining CE as a dialect that was distinct from other English dialects in the state.
In this section, I review eight studies that have examined CE phonology (Dubois &
Horvath, 1998a, 1998b; Oetting & Garrity, 2006; Smitherman, 2014) and CE morphosyntax
(Cheramie, 1998; Dubois & Horvath, 2003; Oetting & Garrity, 2006; Spedale, 2013).
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Dubois and Horvath’s (1998a; 1998b) studies are presented together because both focus on
phonology and included the same speakers. Also, Oetting and Garrity’s (2006) study is
presented in two different sections because it examined both the CE phonology and
morphology of their participants. Importantly, the data from these eight studies have been
collected from participants within Acadiana, which is represented in Figure 2-1.

Figure 2-1. Acadiana with Parish Names.
In Figure 2-1, shading is used to indicate the types of French dialects that have
typically been reported in the different parishes. The red shaded areas indicate where a
higher percentage of Cajun French speakers have been documented. The orange shaded
areas indicate where a higher percentage of Louisiana Creole French speakers have been
documented. The yellow shaded area indicates where both a high percentage of Cajun and
Creole French speakers have been documented. In addition, Table 2-1 lists details about the
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seven studies and includes the participants’ place of residence, the approximate date of data
collection, and the CE features examined.
Table 2-1. Data Collection and Location of CE Studies.
Study
Dubois & Horvath
(1998a; 1998b)
Dubois & Horvath
(2003)

Place of Residence
Avoyelles, St. Landry,
Vermilion, and Lafourche
Parishes
Avoyelles, St. Landry,
Vermilion, and Lafourche
Parishes

Year Data Collected

CE Features

1994

Phonology

1994

Morphology

Cheramie
(1998)

Natchitoches, Lafayette,
and St. Landry Parishes

1997

Phonology,
Morphology,
and Lexicon

Oetting & Garrity
(2006)

Ascension Parish

1993

Phonology &
Morphology

Spedale
(2013)

Assumption Parish

2010-2013

Morphology

Smitherman
(2014)

Assumption Parish

2010-2014

Phonology

All of the Dubois and Horvath studies in Table 2-1 were conducted on adult
participants from one of four Acadiana parishes: Avoyelles, St. Landry, Vermilion, or
Lafourche. Again, these parishes are highlighted in Figure 2-1. These four parishes roughly
represent the outside perimeters of Acadiana. Next, Cheramie’s study included adults at
universities in three of those same parishes. The remaining three studies were conducted on
children. Oetting and Garrity’s study included participants from Ascension Parish, which is
close in proximity to Louisiana’s capitol city of Baton Rouge. In Spedale and Smitherman’s
studies, children were from different towns in Assumption Parish, a parish that is more
central in Acadiana than Ascension and is closer to the parishes studied by Dubois and
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Horvath and Cheramie. Spedale and Smitherman’s participants were part of an ongoing
study conducted at Louisiana State University, and the data for this dissertation also come
from participants who lived in these same towns in Assumption Parish.
It is also important to note the time differences between the studies. The data from
the studies by Dubois and Horvath, Cheramie, and Oetting and Garrity were collected in the
early 1990s, whereas Spedale and Smitherman’s data (and the data for my dissertation) were
collected from 2010-2014. Thus, a 20-year difference exists between these CE studies.
These studies are presented in Table 2-2.
Table 2-2. Methods of Dialect Classification of CE Studies Reviewed.
Study

Methods

Dubois & Horvath (1998a;
1998b; 2003)

Participants’ dialects were classified as CE based on
self-identification, race, and geographic location.

Cheramie (1998)

Participants’ dialects were classified as CE, AAE, or
SWE based on place of birth, race, and geographic
location.

Oetting & Garrity (2006)

Participants’ dialects were classified based on blind
listener judgments of 1-minute excerpts of conversation.

Spedale (2013)

Participants were classified as +Cajun or -Cajun cultural
groups rather than by their dialect.

Smitherman (2014)

Participants’ dialects were classified as +Cajun or Cajun based on blind listener judgments of 1-minute
excerpts of conversation, school location, and parent
questionnaires.

As show in Table 2-2, it can also be seen that a variety of methods have been used to
classify the participants’ dialects across the studies. The adult studies have used geographical
location as the method to classify the participants’ dialects. On the other hand, the child
studies have varied more using different methods to classify the participants’ dialects.
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Finally, before discussing the CE studies, it is important to note that CE, like all
dialects of a language, is not a homogenous variety. Although Emmitte (2013) focused on
Cajun French, his findings are useful for illustrating within-group variation that can exist
among speakers who share the same cultural identity. Emmitte’s (2013) study focused on
Cajun French in Acadiana, and he found two linguistic variables (i.e., linguistic context and
place of residence) that affected a speaker’s use of Cajun French phonology. In his study, the
participants (N = 48) were males from one of four the Acadiana parishes: Avoyelles, St.
Landry, Vermilion, or Lafourche. Emmitte coded the Cajun French speakers’ language
samples for productions of assibilation (e.g., petit ‘little’ [pitsi]; diable ‘devil’ [dsablə]),
affrication (e.g., petit ‘little’ [pitʃi]; diable ‘devil’ [dʒablə]), and occlusive (e.g., petit ‘little’
[piti]; diable ‘devil’ [djablə]) forms. Prior to his study, his preliminary results revealed that
Cajun women presented little variation, primarily producing the occlusive form (85%). As
such, they were excluded from his analysis. Given this, one could argue that he also found
gender to affect a speaker’s use of Cajun French.
His results showed the two linguistic variables (i.e., preceding consonant context and
place of residence) motivated the production of assibilation or affrication over the occlusive
form in males. When speakers had a preceding /t/ context, they produced assibilation (55%).
When speakers had a preceding /d/ context, they produced affrication (62%). Also, in
Avoyelles Parish, the occlusive form (64%) was used more than assibilation (28%) or
affrication (8%); in St. Landry Parish, speakers had higher proportions of assibilation (58%)
compared to the occlusive (29%) or affrication (13%); and in Vermilion and Lafourche
Parishes, the occlusive was used categorically (i.e., 96% and 98% respectively).
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Emmitte’s results are important because they show how different variables affect
production of a language variety (in this case Cajun French) among speakers who share the
same cultural identity. Linguistic differences among Cajun French speakers are interesting
and motivate the question as to whether or not similar language differences are present in
CE-speaking communities as well.
CE Phonology
Dubois and Horvath (1998a, 1998b) studied five phonological characteristics of CE
using data from 28 participants. Presented in Tale 2-3, the variables included non-aspiration
of [p,t,k], monophthongization of diphthongs, increased vowel nasalization at the end of
utterances, and interdental substitution of [t,d] 4. The results showed that of these
phonological features, rates of use varied by age (i.e., old, middle, young), gender (i.e., male
or female), type of social network (i.e., open or closed), and type of first language (i.e., Cajun
French or CE) that was acquired.
As shown in Table 2-4, the probability of non-aspiration of phones [p,t,k], which are
reported individually, decreased across the generations. On the other hand, rates of /aI/
monophthongization, heavy vowel nasalization, and [t,d] substitution, decreased and then
increased across the generations. When the generations are considered together, a V-shaped
pattern is evident because the older and younger generations produce the CE phonological
features at a higher rate than the middle generation. These results are shaded in the table.

4

Other variables were excluded from the analysis because of insufficient tokens. These
included glide weakening of /ij/, /ej/, /ow/, /uw/ (e.g., glue [glu]), and vowel lowering of /ε/
to /æ/.
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Table 2-3. Phonological Characteristics Common among CE Speakers5.
Feature

Example

[p,t,k] Non-aspiration

cat [kat] versus [khat]

[aI] Monophthongization

my [ma] versus [maI]

Heavy Vowel Nasalization

ham [hɛm
̃ ] versus [hæm]

[t,d] Substitution

this [dIs] versus [ðIs]
birthday [bɝtdeɪ] versus [bɝθdeɪ]

Table 2-4. Probability and Percentage of Marking of CE Phonological Features.

Group

[p]

[t]

[k]

[aI]

Vowel
Nasalization

[t]
substitution

[d]
substitution

Old

.71

.60

.73

.58

58%

42%

57%

Middle/
Cajun
French

.56

.55

.60

.38

12%

14%

22%

Middle/
Cajun
English

.47

.43

.31

.30

5%

--

--

Young

.29

.33

.25

.52

26%

34%

43%

Note: Cells with a decimal (.) indicate probabilities generated from the statistical
analysis. They are similar but not identical to data presented as proportions. Cells
with % indicate proportion from the total tokens produced. Cells with -- indicate that
the data were not reported. Shaded cells indicate V-shaped pattern between
generations.

5

Other phonology forms were studied but were excluded due to insufficient tokens: [æ]
(e.g., very [væri]), [h] deletion in stressed syllable (e.g., I just got back from Houston
[justn̩].), and trilled [r] (e.g., grillades [gʀijadz]).
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Oetting and Garrity (2006) collected 93 language samples from children who resided
in rural Ascension Parish of Louisiana which sits on the outside border of Acadiana. The
samples were from 31 AAE- or SWE-speaking children who were identified as presenting a
Cajun influence within their dialect during a listener judgment task and 62 AAE- or SWEspeaking children who did not.
The authors examined the same CE phonological patterns (i.e., non-aspiration of
[p,t,k], [aI] monophthongization, heavy vowel nasalization, and [t,d] substitutions) that were
studied by Dubois and Horvath (1998a; 1998b) as well as glide weakening (e.g., glue [glu]
versus [gluw]) to determine if there were group differences between children who were
perceived or not perceived as having a Cajun influence6. Using 1-minute audio excerpts of
spontaneous conversation, the CE phonological characteristics were tallied. In Table 2-5, the
average number of phonological patterns per 1-minute audio excerpt is listed.
Table 2-5. Average Number of Phonological Patterns Per 1-minute Clip.
CE Feature

SWE+Cajun

SWE-Cajun

[p,t,k] Non-aspiration

.97

.31

[aI] Monophthongization

.61

.50

Heavy Vowel Nasalization

.42

.29

[t,d] Substitution

1.23

.89

Glide Weakening

1.90

.82

Note: +Cajun are transcripts perceived to have Cajun-ness. –Cajun are transcripts
perceived as not having Cajun-ness. Insufficient tokens were obtained for
vowel lowering and were not analyzed. Shaded cells indicate significant
differences between the groups.

6

Insufficient tokens were obtained to analyze vowel lowering and were excluded from the
analysis.
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As can be seen in Table 2-5, the results from Oetting and Garrity’s study showed a
significant group difference between children who were and were not perceived to have a CE
influence in their speech. As indicated with shading, children with CE influence produced
higher rates of non-aspiration of [p,t,k] and glide weakening than those without a CE
influence.
In another study, Smitherman (2014) investigated the same five phonological features
as Oetting and Garrity (2006) among children (N = 11) from Assumption Parish, which is
located next to Ascension but more toward the middle of Acadiana. Children were classified
according to Cajun status as +Cajun (n = 8) or -Cajun (n = 3) based on school enrollment, a
parent questionnaire, and a blind listener judgment task of 1-minute conversations (cf.
Oetting & McDonald, 2001). Using the same procedures as Oetting and Garrity (2006),
Smitherman coded 1-minute audio excerpts of conversation for the five CE phonological
features (i.e., non-aspiration of [p,t,k], heavy vowel nasalization, monophthongization, glide
weakening, and [t,d] substitution). In Table 2-6, the rates of marking for each CE
phonological feature are presented.
Table 2-6. Rates of CE Phonological Features Studied by Smitherman (2014).
CE Feature

+Cajun

-Cajun

[p,t,k] non-aspiration

12%

16%

Heavy Vowel Nasalization

24%

8%

[aI] Monophthongization

13%

0%

[t,d] Substitution

43%

27%

Glide Weakening

29%

33%

Note: % indicates percent use for each CE feature.
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In Table 2-6, these rates were calculated by dividing the number of produced tokens
by the total opportunities possible and then averaged for each dialect group. As indicated by
shading, significant group differences were found for monophthongization, with the +Cajun
group producing more of the CE features compared to the –Cajun group. The other CE
phonological features were not significant.
Summary of CE Phonology.
The results from the phonology studies suggest a general decreased use of CE
phonological features across the generations. The decrease becomes apparent when data are
compared between Dubois and Horvath (1998a; 1998b) and Smitherman (2014). Both of
these studies calculated rate of use in a similar way as proportions or percentages. In Table
2-7, the data from these two studies are re-reported for comparison purposes. Note that for
Dubois and Horvath’s studies, the proportions for [p,t,k] are estimates as these features were
examined separately.
Recall that Dubois and Horvath’s results illustrate a V-shaped pattern for heavy
vowel nasalization, [aI] monophthongization, and [t,d] substitution between the Old, Middle,
and Young groups. These data are indicated with a superscript a in the table. If the child
speakers from Smitherman’s study are compared to those of Dubois and Horvath, we can see
that the child speakers are maintaining CE production with the phonological features of
heavy vowel nasalization and [t,d] substitution. These results are shaded in the table. In
contrast, the +Cajun children are producing lower rates of [p,t,k] and [aI]
monophthongization as compared to the CE-speaking young adults.
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Table 2-7. CE Phonological Features across Three Studies.

Dubois & Horvath (1998a; 1998b)

Smitherman
(2014)

Feature
Old/
CF

Middle/
CF

Middle/
CE

Young/
CE

+Cajun

-Cajun

[p,t,k] non-aspiration

.68

.57

.40

.29

12%

16%

[aI] Monophthongization

.58a

.39a

.30a

.52a

13%

0%

Heavy Vowel
Nasalization

58%a

12%a

5%a

26%a

24%

8%

[t,d] Substitution

43%a

21%a

--

53%a

43%

27%

Glide Weakening

--

--

--

--

29%

33%

Note: % for Dubois and Horvath indicate proportions. % for Smitherman indicate
average rate per group. (.) indicates probability. -- indicates not reported. a
indicates V-shaped pattern across generations.

In summary of the CE phonology studies, one can see that rates of CE phonological
features vary in regards to age, location, and Cajun status. Recall that heavy vowel
nasalization and [t,d] substitution are produced at higher rates compared to other CE
phonological features. In addition, it appears that the participants (i.e., children and adults)
identified as Cajun produce these features at higher rates compared to others not identified as
Cajun; however, modern day child speakers are producing these features at lower rates than
young adults who were studied 20 years ago. Next, I review the CE studies that have
focused on morphosyntax.
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CE Morphosyntax
Cheramie (1998) examined the use of a diverse set of nonmainstream English dialect
features within writing samples of college students (N = 403) from three universities in
Louisiana: Northwestern State University (Natchitoches Parish), Louisiana State University
at Eunice (St. Landry Parish), and University of Southwestern Louisiana (currently known as
University of Louisiana at Lafayette; Lafayette Parish). These universities have large
populations of students from Acadiana due to their proximity in and around south Louisiana.
Cheramie evaluated differences in the students’ use of nonmainstream forms of CE and AAE
morphosyntax, phonology, and vocabulary along with other nonmainstream forms that are
not unique to either CE or AAE.
Based on the demographics of the students, Cheramie categorized the writing samples
into three groups: CE samples (n = 173), AAE samples (n = 202), and SWE samples (n =
28). To be classified as CE, the participant had to satisfy three conditions: (1) Caucasian
ethnicity, (2) participant, parents, and/or grandparents grew up in Acadiana, and (3)
participant, parents, and/or grandparents spoke Cajun French. If participants indicated
African American ethnicity, they were classified as AAE. If participants were not African
American and grew up outside Acadiana, they were classified as SWE.
The nonmainstream morphosyntactic forms in the samples were also categorized as
one of four types: CE, AAE, structures produced by both CE and AAE speakers (BOTH),
and structures that are not unique to CE or AAE (OTHER). Examples of CE and AAE
morphological structures are listed in Table 2-8.

23

Table 2-8. Morphological Structures Examined by Cheramie (1998).
Structure

Example

CE

Zero marked Possessive –s

RobinØ house

•

Zero marked –ly

He eats slowØ.

•

I bet Jude is crying, yeah?
Shayne’s not coming, no?
Why Ø Frankie lost that
weight?

•

What’s she doing, hein?

•

I don’t care, no.

•

Him, he’s going to Angola.

•

He went Ø talk to Ryan.

•

I was playing with those kids
since I was little.

•

Yes/No for Question
Formation
Wh- Question Formation
Hein? Question Tag
Yes/No for Emphasis on
DO
Emphatic Pronoun
Zero marked infinitival TO
following WENT
Past Progressive for
Present Perfect
Zero marked Past
Participle –ed
Zero marked Regular Past
Tense –ed
Zero marked
Copula/Auxiliary BE
Zero marked
HAD + BEEN

AAE

•

BoilØ shrimp

•

Tina talkØ to Kyomi
yesterday.
He Ø big.
We Ø coming to the house
now.

•
•

He Ø been at the store.

•

I done gone to work

•

Zero marked plural –s

Look all those animalØ!

•

Over-regularization of
Plural –s

Watch those peoples.

•

My son, he’s nine.

•

They runed a big race.

•

Done for HAVE

Duplicate Subject
Over-regularization –ed
Use of you all or them all

BOTH OTHER

You all are funny.
Them all are taking a picture.

•

Note: Ø indicates an omitted form. • indicates the feature was classified in the
corresponding dialect group according to Cheramie; others may or may not
agree with her structure classifications by dialect.
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The results of Cheramie’s study are presented in Table 2-9. The values represent the
average number of structures found within each writing sample. As can be seen, Cheramie
found that the CE samples included higher numbers of CE features than did the AAE
samples and the SWE samples. AAE samples also included higher numbers of AAE features
compared to the CE and SWE samples. The rate of BOTH structures also appears to be
higher in the AAE samples than in the CE and SWE samples. These results are shaded. In
comparison to CE, AAE, and BOTH structures, OTHER nonmainstream forms were
produced at very low rates within the samples of all three groups.
Table 2-9. Mean Morphosyntactic Form per Writing Sample.
CE

AAE

BOTH

OTHER

CE group
(n = 173)

.84
(1.93)

.29
(.90)

.46
(.92)

.35
(.74)

AAE group
(n = 202)

.11
(.47)

2.13
(2.27)

.94
(1.55)

.32
(.77)

SWE group
(n = 28)

.07
(.26)

.18
(.39)

.21
(.69)

.36
(.87)

Combined
(N = 403)

.42
(1.35)

1.21
(1.95)

.69
(1.30)

.34
(.76)

Using spoken language samples, Dubois and Horvath (2003) examined the use of five
CE morphosyntactic structures among CE speakers. Their study consisted of 120
participants who were French and English bilinguals. The participants resided in one of four
Louisiana parishes in Acadiana: Avoyelles, St. Landry, Vermilion, or Lafourche. In this
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study, the CE morphosyntactic forms consisted of zero marking of third person singular,
regular past tense, copula IS/ARE, and WAS leveling7. These structures are presented in
Table 2-10.
Table 2-10. Morphosyntactic Structures of CE Studied by Dubois and Horvath (2003).
Structure

Example

Zero marked Verbal –s

He talkØ to his friend.

Zero marked Regular Past Tense -ed

Yesterday, she walkØ to the store.

Zero marked IS

She Ø happy.

Zero marked ARE

They Ø happy.

WAS leveling

They was eating gumbo.

Note:

Ø indicates an omitted form.

As shown in Table 2-11, the results of their study showed a decreasing rate CE
structure use as the speakers’ ages decreased as well as an effect for the speakers’ first
language. Nevertheless, the Old and Young English-speaking groups produce significant
rates (> 10%) of all five CE structures.
From Table 2-11, when first language (i.e., French or English) is considered, the
Old/French group produced higher rates for all of the structures compared to the Old/English
group. The Old/French and Young/French groups demonstrate the most dramatic changes
with zero marked verbal –s (i.e., overall decrease of .40) and zero marked regular past tense

7

Other forms were considered; however, they were excluded from the analysis due to
insufficient tokens. These consisted of definite article (e.g., I have the heartburn.), emphatic
use of English pronouns (e.g., I’m hungry, me.), and alternative preposition use (e.g., I’ve
been married with my wife during twenty years.).
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–ed (i.e., overall decrease of .33). These results are indicated by a superscript a and b
respectively. In addition, the Young/French group produced higher rates of all five of the CE
morphological structures compared to the Young/English group. These results are shaded.
Table 2-11. Mean Proportion of CE Structure Use by Dubois & Horvath (2003).
Old/
French

Young/
French

Old/
English

Young/
English

Total

Zero marked Verbal –s

.65a

.25a

.19

.16

.32

Zero marked Regular
Past Tense -ed

.81b

.48b

.49

.29

.56

Zero marked IS

.47

.32

.14

.11

.26

Zero marked ARE

.88

.73

.72

.64

.69

WAS leveling

.72

.50

.22

.16

.41

Structure

Oetting and Garrity (2006) examined children’s use of CE morphological structures.
As reported earlier, their participants were 31 SWE- or AAE-speaking children identified as
having a Cajun influence within their dialect and 62 SWE- or AAE-speaking children
without having a Cajun influence within their dialect. The authors coded the participants’
language samples for the same five CE morphosyntactic structures as studied by Dubois and
Horvath (2003): zero marking verbal –s, zero marking past tense -ed, zero marking ARE,
zero marking IS, and WAS leveling. These data are presented in Table 2-12.
The results of Oetting and Garrity (2006) study indicated that the children’s use of the
CE morphological structures did not vary by their Cajun status. However, the AAE group
produced all five morphological structures at higher rates compared to the SWE group.
These results are shaded in Table 2-12.
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Table 2-12. Average Percent of CE Structures per Language Sample from
Oetting & Garrity (2006).
SWE

AAE

Structure
+Cajun

-Cajun

Total

+Cajun

-Cajun

Total

Zero marked Verbal –s

.19

.16

.17

.83

.74

.78

Zero marked Regular
Past Tense -ed

.09

.11

.11

.33

.30

.31

Zero marked IS

.14

.09

.10

.55

.45

.49

Zero marked ARE

.41

.24

.28

.76

.69

.72

WAS leveling

.51

.30

.37

.83

.74

.77

Spedale (2013) also examined children’s use of CE morphosyntax in another group of
children. Her study consisted of 35 typically developing children from the same rural area
within Acadiana as Smitherman (2014). However, her criteria for classifying children as
Cajun differed from Smitherman’s. Instead of using parent reports and listener judgments of
the children’s speech, Spedale defined the participants as +Cajun (n = 14) or
-Cajun (n = 21) based on school enrollment and place of residence. The +Cajun children
attended school with a French immersion program and lived in an area that celebrated French
heritage more with public signage and architecture. The -Cajun children did not have a
French immersion program and lived in an area without as much French signage and
architecture. Spedale coded the children’s language samples for the same five
morphosyntactic CE structures as Dubois and Horvath (2003) and Oetting and Garrity
(2006). Her results are presented in Table 2-13.
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Table 2-13. Children’s Percentage of CE Structures from Spedale (2013).
Structure

+Cajun

-Cajun

Combined

Zero marked Verbal –s

17%

16%

17%a

Zero marked Past Tense -ed

13%

11%

12%a

Zero marked IS

5%

5%

5%a,b

Zero marked ARE

36%

20%

25%b

WAS leveling

52%

62%

43%

Note: % indicates rates of marking for each group. Shaded cells indicate statistical
difference. Superscripts indicate statistical difference between structures.
Consistent with the findings of Oetting and Garrity (2006), no statistical differences
between the +Cajun and -Cajun groups were obtained for any of the five CE morphological
structures in Table 2-13. However, her results revealed significant structure differences, with
both groups of children producing WAS leveling more frequently than zero past tense -ed,
zero marked verbal –s, and zero IS. These results are shaded in the table. The children also
produced higher rates of zero marked verbal –s compared to zero marked past tense-ed and
zero marked IS. These results are indicated by superscripts a. Lastly, the children produced
higher rates of zero marked ARE compared to zero marked IS and are indicated by a
superscript b.
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Table 2-14. Comparison of Adult and Child CE Structures.

Dubois & Horvath
(2003)

Oetting &
Garrity (2006)

Spedale (2013)

Structure
Old/
French

Young/
French

Old/
English

Young/
English

SWE
+Cajun

SWE
-Cajun

+Cajun

-Cajun

Zero marked
verbal –s

.65a

.25a

.19a

.16a

.19a

.16a

.17a

.16a

Zero marked IS

.47a

.32

.14

.11a

.09a

.11a

.05a

.05a

Zero marked
ARE

.88

.73

.72

.64

.14

.09

.36

.20

Zero marked past
tense -ed

.81

.48

.49

.29a

.41a

.24a

.13a

.11a

WAS leveling

.72

.50

.22

.16b

.51b

.30

.52b

.62

Note: a indicates an overall decrease in rate of production for the structure, b indicates
language persistence for the structure.
To compare between the three CE morphology studies, the data are re-presented in
Table 2-148. As can be seen, a general decrease in CE morphology is shown from the
Dubois and Horvath’s Old/French and Old/English groups to Oetting and Garrity’s groups
and Spedale’s groups for the first four CE morphological structures. This is noted by a
superscript a whereas superscript b indicates a decrease across these groups. As shown with
shading, the +Cajun child groups of Oetting and Garrity are, however, producing substantial
amounts of zero marked past tense -ed. The +Cajun group of Spedale’s study are producing

8

The results from these studies can be compared because rates of CE morphology were
calculated in the same way.
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substantial amounts of zero marked ARE. Also shown with shading, the child speakers,
regardless of their CE status, appear to be maintaining their use of WAS leveling. Although
these rates of use by the +Cajun groups were not statistically different from the rates of use
by the –Cajun groups, they are also not extremely low as might be expected if the structure
was disappearing as a marker of Cajun identity.
Summary of CE Morphology.
As was found for the studies of CE phonology, children identified as CE speakers or
with Cajun heritage produce lower rates of CE morphology than previously studied adults.
With new generations, the children from Oetting and Garrity and Spedale are not producing
rates of CE morphology that are similar to their (grand)parents’ rates. Nevertheless, they are
producing some nonmainstream CE morphology, and one can assume that Cajun status is a
contributing factor. Next, I will review studies on infinitival TO which is a morphosyntactic
structure that has not been extensively studied in the CE literature.
Infinitival TO
In the studies just reviewed, several morphosyntactic structures were examined
among different groups of CE speakers. The authors of some of these works considered
additional structures that are characteristic of CE, but insufficient tokens within their data did
not allow for these structures to be analyzed (see Dubois & Horvath, 2003; Oetting &
Garrity, 2006). One of these morphosyntactic structures is infinitival TO.
English grammar books describe the morpheme TO as serving one of two distinct
functions (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & Svartvik, 2012). As a prepositional marker, TO
expresses directionality towards achieving a goal (e.g., Katelynn gave the money to Macey).
In this example, one person moves the money towards a goal. As an infinitival marker, TO
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suggests directionality, but in this case, it is a non-finite marker indicating that tense has been
marked on the main verb (e.g., Riley wants to eat the hamburgers). Syntactically, infinitival
TO differs from prepositional TO in terms of being a part of the verbal inflectional system.
Unlike preposition TO, infinitival TO is part of the infinitival complement system, and as
such, is a complex syntactic structure (i.e., leads to a clause within a clause).
The position of infinitival TO is followed by an infinitive, or uninflected verb (e.g.,
Tina and Hannah want to sing karaoke together.). However, there are also instances where
TO is stranded at the end of a sentence (e.g., Shayne can eat that whole pizza, if he wants
to.). In this case, TO use reflects ellipsis of a TO-infinitival clause. This ellipsis often
includes TO, but there are cases where it too, can be elided (e.g., Shayne can eat that whole
pizza if he wants [(to) eat it].). Infinitival TO can be expressed through a full form (e.g., go
to, have to, want to) or a reduced form (e.g., gonna, wanna, hafta) (McCawley, 1998; Quirk
et al., 2012).
In Figures 2-2 and 2-3, sentences with finite and infinite structures are illustrated. In
the sentence Kyomi drinks coffee, the tense of the verb DRINK is inflected, and therefore the
finite marker, third person singular –s, is shown in the syntactic tree in Figure 2-2.
In contrast and as shown in Figure 2-3, in the sentence Kyomi wants to drink coffee,
finite marking (or tense marking) is expressed on the verb WANT indicated by the third
person –s tense marker. DRINK is not tensed but is marked by the TO-infinitive indicating
that DRINK is in the infinitival form (Radford, 2009). Even though the T’ is thought to act
as a category solely for marking finiteness (e.g., tensed structures), Radford (2009) indicates
that non-finiteness (i.e., the TO-infinitive) is also included as part of verbal morphology
because it is denoting that no tense has been marked as shown in Figure 2-3.
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Figure 2-2. Sentence with a Finite Structure.

Figure 2-3. Sentence with an Infinite Structure.
Zero Marked Infinitival TO in CE
In CE, zero marked infinitival TO was first cited by Cox (1992). Her article sought to
describe CE linguistic features for teachers and was by no means quantitative. In the report,
Cox refers to two instances of zero marked infinitival TO. The first was zero marking
following GO (e.g., I’m going Ø get it.). The second was zero marking following WENT
(e.g., He went Ø eat at St. Street Inn), which WENT + EAT indicated the past action.
Cheramie (1998) also studied zero marked infinitival TO following WENT as a past tense
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marker in CE. Both of these studies indicate that zero marked infinitival TO is a feature of
CE and that it may be affected by the preceding verb context, with zero marking of TO more
likely when preceded by GO or WENT as compared to other verbs. Additional research is
warranted to learn more about zero infinitival TO in CE and to further examine the effects of
the preceding verb context on rates of zero marking.
Zero Marked Infinitival TO in SWE and AAE
In addition to the CE studies, zero marking of infinitival TO has also been
documented in SWE and AAE9. Given this, in my dissertation, I will also be examining the
rates of zero marked infinitival TO in CE relative to these two other nonmainstream dialects
of English.
Washington and Craig (1994) and Miller, Andriacchi, and Nockerts (2011) list zero
marked infinitival TO as a nonmainstream English structure that is produced in AAE.
Washington and Craig (1994) conducted a study of 45 AAE-speaking children, aged 4 to 5
years old. They found that approximately 31% of their participants produced zero infinitival
TO. When children used infinitival TO as part of a forthcoming action, they also produced
phonologically reduced forms (e.g., fixing to, supposed to, and about to into fitna, sposta, and
bouta) similarly to gonna and wanna.

9

Alternative infinitival TO forms have also been documented in some dialects. For example,
Mufwene and Dijkhoff (1989) report that infinitival TO can be alternatively marked with for
[fə] in English dialects like Gullah when it means in order to (e.g., I want him for [fə] pay me
my money), see also Stewart (1970). Using Stewart’s (1970) example for Gullah, I come to
see it means ‘It dawned on me’ versus I come for to see it means ‘I came in order to see it’
(p. 365). Alternations of for and to also have been described as felicitous in Middle English
(Bergs, 2000; Mitchell, 1992; Viereck, 1985). Finally, Johnson II (2014) reports that
infinitival TO can be produced in sentences such as Mean Jason had poor Greg to wash all
the dishes in Appalachian English; use of infinitival TO in this context is not felicitous in
GAE.
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Jackson and Roberts (2001) also examined AAE-speaking children’s use of zero
infinitival TO as part of a larger set of structures. Their participants were 163 AAE-speaking
children, aged 3 to 4 years old. Their study further documented zero infinitival TO as an
AAE structure, but it showed that as children’s ages increased, their rate of zero infinitival
TO decreased. The percentage of children who produced zero infinitival TO was 26.3% for
the 3-year-olds and 7.2% for the 4-year-olds.
Finally, Oetting and McDonald (2001) examined children’s use of zero infinitival TO
as part of a larger set of structures. Their participants were 93 children, aged 4 to 6 years,
who spoke either AAE or SWE. While Washington and Craig (1994) reported the average
number of users who zero marked infinitival TO and Jackson and Roberts (2001) reported
the percentage of children who zero marked infinitival TO at least once, Oetting and
McDonald (2001) listed the number of tokens produced by the children. After reviewing
their data, the rates of zero marked infinitival TO were calculated based on the number of
zero marked tokens divided by the total (i.e., zero + overtly marked) tokens. The results
showed that both the SWE-speaking children had a rate of 1.22%, and the AAE-speaking
children had a rate of 5.31%. This finding indicates that SWE- and AAE-speaking children,
at least in Louisiana, zero mark infinitival TO at a very low rate.
These three studies have focused on infinitival TO among speakers of SWE- and
AAE-speaking children. As we have seen from the phonological and morphological studies,
infinitival TO has not been included in any of the CE studies. Given this, a study of
infinitival TO is warranted to better understand and describe CE relative to SWE and AAE,
two other dialects of English that are also spoken in Acadiana. Of interest is whether child
speakers of CE zero mark infinitival TO at higher rates than do child speakers of SWE and
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AAE. In addition, I am interested in whether there are dialect differences in the children’s
zero marking of infinitival TO by the preceding verb context. Recall, in the adult CE
literature, zero marking has been noted following verbs GO and WENT. Similar verb effects
have not been discussed in the SWE or AAE literature.
Specific Language Impairment
SLI is a developmental disorder in which expressive and receptive language is
negatively impacted while non-verbal intelligence, hearing, and neurological status are not
(Leonard, 2014; Rice et al., 1995; Tomblin, Smith, & Zhang, 1997). The incidence of SLI
within kindergartners is approximately 7%, and less than 30% who qualify for the diagnosis
are identified by teachers and parents (Tomblin et al., 1997). Redmond, Thompson, and
Goldstein (2011) state that many standardized tests do a poor job of identifying children with
SLI because they lack both sensitivity (i.e., identifying children with impairment as impaired)
and specificity (i.e., identifying children without impairment as typically developing). This is
unfortunate because many children with SLI struggle to read or present with a language
learning disability as they age (Simkin & Conti-Ramsden, 2006).
Over the past few decades, research has focused on finding more efficient ways to
identify children with SLI, especially in the early school years such as kindergarten. Of the
five components of language (i.e., phonetics/phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and
phonology), the SLI deficit often leads to children presenting delays and weaknesses in the
acquisition of morphosyntax, involving both morphological and syntactic structures
(Leonard, 2014). Yet, not all features of morphosyntax are delayed among children with
SLI. Leonard (2014) indicates that the SLI deficit leads to more difficulties with functional
morphemes (e.g., tense, agreement) than with lexical morphemes (e.g., nouns, verbs,
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prepositions). The functional morpheme delays of children with SLI in English also mainly
involve tense-related structures in comparison to non-tensed structures (Paradis, Crago,
Genesee, & Rice, 2003; Rice & Wexler, 1996; Rice et al., 1995). Results from three studies
are presented in Table 2-15 to illustrate this finding.
In Table 2-15, percent of overt marking from children’s language samples are listed.
As can be seen, the morphemes not related to tense are typically marked above 90% in
comparison to those involving tense. One exception is with non-tensed a/the, where the 62%
rate of marking from children with SLI is lower than expected due to the agreement with the
noun that it modifies (e.g., a house vs. some houses). Another exception is with past tense
auxiliary DO which is overtly marked 100% of the time. These data illustrate the claim that
children with SLI generally have less difficulty with non-tense morphemes compared to tense
morphemes, although as with articles and DO, some exceptions exist.
Redmond et al. (2011) conducted a study in which they examined four different
measures of language (i.e., tense marking through a language probe, non-word repetition,
sentence recall, and narrative production) to determine if there were significant profile
differences between children with and without SLI. For all four measures, the children with
SLI scored lower than the children without SLI. Then, the four measures were placed under
a receiver operating characteristics curve to determine the accuracy at which they
differentiated children with and without SLI. The sensitivity (i.e., ability to identify children
with SLI as impaired) was good (i.e., above 90%) for all but one measure (i.e., the language
probe) which was fair (i.e., 84%). The specificity (i.e., ability to identify children without
SLI as typically developing) was good for all measures except the narrative production
measure (i.e., 80%).
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Table 2-15. Rates of Overt Marking of Functional Morphology by Children with SLI
across Three Studies.
Rice et al.
(1995)

Rice & Wexler
(1996)

Paradis et al.
(2003)

Regular Third Person –s

34%

36%

87%

Regular Past tense –ed

18%

22%

83%

--

--

--

--

47%

88%

--

--

93%

55%

--

--

Auxiliary DO

--

29%

--

Plural –s

--

88%

97%

--

96%

98%

--

92%

99%

--

62%

--

Structure

Irregular Past Tense
Tensed
Auxiliary BE
Structures
Copula BE
DOES

Prepositions IN/ON
Nontensed
Structures Present Progressive –ing
Articles A/THE

Note: -- indicates not reported by the authors
Next, to determine which combination of tests was the most efficient in
discriminating between children with and without SLI, the authors used a binary logistic
regression. For this analysis, the language probe and sentence imitation measure were shown
to have the best diagnostic accuracy when used together (i.e., 95%). Both the language probe
and the sentence imitation task measure children’s morphosyntactic abilities, with the
language probe specifically designed to measure a child’s use of tense-related morphemes.
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Infinitival TO in Children with SLI
Two studies have examined infinitival TO use by children with SLI. Eisenberg
(2003) collected spontaneous language samples of children, aged 3 to 5 years, with (n = 8)
and without (n = 25) SLI. After coding, infinitival complements were separated into object
complementing infinitives (e.g., We need to have dinner) and non-complementing infinitives
(e.g., It’s not for it to cook), and the object compliments were further studied. Eisenberg
included both true infinitives (e.g., to walk) and reduced/catenative infinitives (e.g., wanna,
gonna, hafta). Utterances with ellipsis of infinitival TO (e.g., Pamela has to) were excluded.
The results were that the majority of true infinitives were produced in the Noun-Verbto-Verb construction. The most frequent verbs preceding infinitival TO were GO, WANT,
and HAVE. These verbs were produced by both children with (52%) and without (72%)
SLI. Eisenberg further reported that only one child in the SLI group zero marked infinitival
TO and did this in two utterances following the verb WANT. In addition, only eight children
without SLI zero marked infinitival TO, and they did this within 15 utterances. The zero
marking occurred with high frequency verbs and the verbs GET and TELL. Eisenberg’s
findings indicate that zero marking of infinitival TO was relatively infrequent and only
produced by children younger than 54 months. Her results did not reveal any differences in
rates of zero marking of infinitival TO between children with and without SLI.
Arndt and Schuele (2012) also examined children’s use of infinitival TO as part of a
study of complementizers. The participants were 19 children classified as SLI and 19
classified as TD. The authors indicated that three children in the SLI group were African
American and speakers of AAE. The remaining 16 children were Caucasian and speakers of
GAE. The children’s dialects were determined based on informal observations of each child
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and parent’s expressive language. Their ages ranged from 62 to 94 months (M = 78) for
children with SLI and 36 to 69 months (M = 55) for children without SLI.
Their results showed a significant group difference, with the children with SLI (M =
20%; SD = 30) producing rates of zero marked infinitival TO more often than those without
SLI (M = 1%; SD = .90). In addition, the authors state that, across both groups, the children
zero marked infinitival TO most frequently after HAVE. These findings differ from
Eisenberg’s study because a group difference was found between children with and without
SLI in this study. Perhaps the mixed findings are related to the children’s ages. The children
in Arndt and Schuele’s study were older than those studied by Eisenberg. As children age,
they produce more utterances with complex syntax, and infinitival TO involves complex
syntax. Given this, perhaps the children studied by Eisenberg were not producing enough
utterances with complex syntax to reveal group differences. On the other hand, Arndt and
Schuele indicated that infinitival TO was zero marked most often following the verb HAVE.
The finding of a preceding verb context effect is interesting because this is also highlighted
for infinitival TO in the adult CE literature. Nonetheless, there are differences between the
SLI and CE literatures, where the SLI literature suggests that zero marking of infinitival TO
occurs more frequently following HAVE compared to the CE literature that suggests it
occurs more following GO and WENT.
Summary
Over the course of Louisiana’s history, the socio-cultural identity of residents who
live in Acadiana has evolved and resulted in the presence of multiple cultural groups such as
Cajuns and non-Cajuns. In addition, the language of the state has undergone a major shift
from French to English. As a result, a new nonmainstream dialect, CE, was formed which
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differs in phonology and morphology from GAE and from SWE and AAE, two other
nonmainstream dialects of the state. In modern day children who speak CE and/or present
with a Cajun cultural identity, the use of some CE phonology and morphology has been
documented, although the children’s rates of use are lower than what has been documented
for CE-speaking adults who were studied 20 years earlier.
Infinitival TO has not been well documented in the adult or child CE literature or the
child SLI literature. There is evidence that zero marking of infinitival TO occurs in CE, and
it may occur at higher rates in CE than in SWE or AAE, especially when the preceding verb
context involves GO or WENT. In the SLI literature, one of two studies found differences in
the rates at which infinitival TO is zero marked by children with and without SLI. The SLI
studies also suggest that the preceding verb context may affect children’s rates of zero
marking, but the verb effects do not appear to involve GO or WENT, as have been
documented in the CE literature.
My dissertation was designed to examine rates of zero marked infinitival TO within
child CE relative to the rates of zero marked infinitival TO in child SWE and AAE, and my
analysis also explored the possible role the preceding verb context plays in the children’s
rates of zero marking. Within CE, SWE, and AAE, I also examined differences between the
rates at which children with and without SLI zero mark infinitival TO.
Research Questions
1. Do CE-speaking children produce higher rates of zero marking of infinitival TO
compared to SWE- or AAE-speaking children?
a. Does the preceding verb context influence zero marking in CE-speaking
children in the same way as it does in SWE- or AAE-speaking children?
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2. Is there a difference between rates of zero marking of infinitival TO by children with
and without SLI in CE, SWE, and AAE?
a. Within CE, SWE, and AAE, does preceding verb context influence rates of
zero marking by children with and without SLI?
Predictions
With regard to Question 1, higher rates of zero infinitival TO for CE-speaking
children were expected compared to those for the SWE- and AAE-speaking children. Higher
rates in CE were expected because of the children’s Cajun social identity. In addition, effects
of preceding verb contexts were expected to be different for the CE group as compared to the
SWE and AAE groups. This finding was expected from work by Cheramie (1998) and Cox
(1992) where GO and WENT were highlighted as generating higher rates of zero marking
compared to other preceding verb contexts.
With regard to Question 2, children with SLI were expected to have higher rates of
zero marking of infinitival TO than children without SLI. This prediction was based on
findings by Arndt and Schuele (2012). An effect for the SLI condition was predicted to be
found regardless of the child’s dialect (CE-SLI < CE-TD; SWE-CE < SWE-TD; AAE-SLI <
AAE-TD). It was unknown as to whether effects of preceding verb context would differ
between the children with and without SLI.

42

CHAPTER 3: METHODS

Participants
The participants (N = 180) were part of a larger study of 217 kindergartners that was
investigating dialect differences between children with and without SLI. Thirty-seven
participants from the original 217 were excluded from the analysis due to mixed profiles for
language ability. At the time of the study, all of the participants resided in Assumption
Parish which is included in the southern portion of Acadiana. Some of the children (n = 33)
were also studied by Smitherman (2014) and Spedale (2013).
The children consisted of 89 boys and 91 girls, with 49% being boys. The children’s
ages averaged 66.13 months (SD = 3.85) and ranged from 59 to 76 months. The maternal
education (MED) level of 173 children averaged 12.72 years (SD = 2.64), with a range of 6
to 17+ years. For seven children, MED was not reported by the parents.
Of the participants, 106 were classified as children with SLI (n = 53) or without SLI
(n = 53) as part of another study (Oetting, McDonald, Seidel, & Hegarty, 2015). In that
study, stringent criteria were employed to match children by clinical status (i.e., SLI vs. not
SLI) and dialect (i.e., SWE vs. AAE). In the current work, a matching criterion was not
employed given the exploratory nature of the study. Also, different criteria were used to
classify the children by their dialects in this study as compared to the larger study. As such,
this study included 37 children in the CE group, 68 in the SWE group, and 75 in the AAE
group. Fifty-four of these children were also classified as SLI and 126 were classified as
typically developing (TD; i.e., without SLI).
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Dialect Groups
The participants were classified into dialect groups as being CE, SWE, or AAE based
on their race and school enrollment. Children from Pierre Part were classified as CE
speakers. Children from schools in Bayou L’Ourse, Napoleonville, and Belle Rose were
classified as SWE or AAE speakers depending on their race reported by the school. The
schools are located in their respective towns which are represented in Figure 3-1.

Source: ArcGIS (2015) using “Map of Louisiana Parishes”
as base map.
Figure 3-1. Map of Assumption Parish.
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Also, children from the school in Pierre Part were classified in the CE group based on
this school maintaining the only French immersion program in the parish. None of the other
schools maintained a French immersion program. Residents in Pierre Part report a higher
percentage (57%) of people that speak Cajun French compared to others in Bayou L’Ourse
(34%), Napoleonville (8%), or Belle Rose (1%) as reported by American Community Survey
(2013). Use of location and race to classify a participant’s dialect was consistent with
methods employed by Dubois and Horvath (1998a; 1998b; 2003), Cheramie (1998), and
Spedale (2013). The schools locations within Assumption Parish are shown in Figure 3-1.
To describe the participants dialects, the Diagnostic Evaluation of Language
Variation – Screener (DELV-ST; Seymour, de Villiers & Roeper, 2003) was administered to
each participant. The DELV-ST is a screening tool designed for children, aged 4 to 12 years.
The DELV-ST consists of two parts: Part I – Language Variation Status and Part II –
Diagnostic Risk Status. Part I consists of 15 items that target morphosyntax and phonology.
From this, the sum of the children’s nonmainstream responses and GAE responses were
compared against a criterion score for their age. Using the DELV-ST, a dialect density
measure (DELV-DDM) can also be calculated by dividing the sum of the children’s
nonmainstream responses by the sum of their nonmainstream and GAE responses.
To examine differences in age, MED, and DELV-DDM among the children by their
dialect and clinical status, three 3x2 (dialect by clinical status) analysis of variances
(ANOVAs) were computed. See Tables 3-1 and 3-2.
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Table 3-1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Range of Participant Data by Dialect and
Clinical Status.

Dialect Group

CE
(n = 37)

SWE
(n = 68)

AAE
(n = 75)

Clinical Status

Age

MED

DELV-DDM

SLI (n = 18)

64.89
(3.45)
60-71

11.44
(3.38)
6-17

.82
(.19)
.33-1.00

TD (n = 19)

66.89
(4.62)
60-75

13.24
(3.05)
6-17

.55
(.21)
.00-.85

Combined

65.92
(4.16)
60-75

12.31
(3.31)
6-17

.68
(.24)
.00-1.00

SLI (n = 16)

66.81
(3.53)
61-76

13.38
(2.19)
10-17

.87
(.11)
.60-1.00

TD (n = 52)

66.71
(3.87)
59-76

13.00
(2.56)
8-17

.36
(.27)
.00-.93

Combined

66.74
(3.76)
59-76

13.09
(2.47)
8-17

.48
(.32)
.00-1.00

SLI (n = 20)

67.85
(3.84)
62-74

11.33
(1.24)
9-13

.88
(.14)
.44-1.00

TD (n = 55)

64.80
(3.43)
60-71

13.00
(2.57)
8-17

.77
(.25)
.13-1.00

Combined

65.68
(3.76)
60-74

12.58
(2.41)
8-17

.65
(.30)
.00-1.00
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Table 3-2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Range of Participant Data by Clinical
Status.

Clinical Status

Age

MED

DELV-DDM

SLI
(n = 54)

66.56
(3.77)
60-74

12.00
(2.57)
6-17

.86
(.15)
.33-1.00

TD
(n = 126)

65.94
(3.89)
59-76

13.03
(2.61)
6-17

.57
(.31)
.00-1.00

Combined
(N = 180)

66.13
(3.85)
59-76

12.72
(2.64)
6-17

.65
(.30)
.00-1.00

For age, no significant main effects were found; however, a dialect by clinical status
interaction was revealed, F(2,174) = 5.215, p = .006, η2 = .057. Tukey post hoc analysis
indicated that this interaction was related to (1) the AAE group, where the children with SLI
were older than the TD group, (2) the SLI group, where the children in the AAE group were
older than the CE group, and (3) the TD group, where the children in the SWE group were
older than the AAE group. These differences, while statistically significant, reflected no
more than a three-month difference between the groups. For MED, a significant main effect
was found only for clinical status, F(1,167) = 5.271, p = .023, η2 = .031, where the MED
levels were lower for the children with SLI compared to the TD group. For the DELVDDM, significant main effects were found for dialect, F(2,174) = 11.847, p < .001, η2 = .120,
and for clinical status, F(1,174) = 61.127, p < .001, η2 = .260. These effects were also
qualified by a dialect by clinical status interaction, F(2,174) = 10.91, p < .001, η2 = .111. For
the interaction, Tukey post hoc analysis revealed that for the children in the SWE and CE
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groups, but not AAE group, the SLI groups had higher DELV-DDMs compared to the TD
groups. Also, for the TD but not SLI group, the DELV-DDMs of the AAE speakers were
higher than those of the CE speakers, and the DDMs of the CE speakers were higher than
those of the SWE speakers.
Test Score Profiles
Each child was administered a battery of standardized tests by trained graduate
students in order to determine their language ability. See Tables 3-3 and 3-4. The tests
consisted of a non-verbal intelligence test, an articulation test, syntax subtests from two
different language tests, and a receptive vocabulary test.
The Primary Test of Nonverbal Intelligence (PTONI; Ehrler & McGhee, 2008) is a
standardized test used to measure nonverbal intelligence for children aged 3 to 9 years old.
This test requires that the child look at a series of pictures and organize rules to eliminate the
one that does not correspond with the others. Items are scored as either correct (i.e., 1) or
incorrect (i.e., 0). The correct items are summed into a raw score, which is then converted to
a standard score. The normative mean for this test is 100 (SD = 15). Scores between 85-115
are considered within normal limits.
All of the participants in this study had PTONI standard scores of 76 or above.
Typically, participants are excluded if they earn a standard score below 85; however, some
researchers interpret standard scores above 75 as within normal limits and include children
with scores between 75-85 (Greenslade, Plante, & Vance, 2009; Plante & Vance, 1994).
Articulation was measured using the Goldman-Fristoe Test of Articulation- II
(GFTA; Goldman & Fristoe, 2000). The Sounds-in-Words subtest from GFTA was used to
elicit target phonemes through words. Responses were phonetically transcribed on a scoring
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sheet. Productions not corresponding to the target were coded as incorrect. The incorrect
responses were totaled as the raw score and converted to a standard score based on the
child’s age and sex. The normative mean for this test is 100 (SD = 15). All children in the
study earned a standard score at or above 85.
The syntax subtest of the Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation: Norm
Referenced (DELV-NR; Seymour, Roeper, & 2005) was administered. This subtest consists
of 28 items targeting responses to WH-questions, passives, and articles. The normative mean
is 10 (SD = 3). All 54 children with SLI earned standard scores of 7 (i.e., 85 standard score)
or below on this measure. All children in the TD group earned standard scores above 7.
The syntax subtest from the Test of Language Development – Primary – IV (TOLD;
Newcomer & Hammill, 2008) was also used to assess the children’s grammar. The TOLD was
administered later during the study, and only 63 children (37 with SLI and 26 without SLI) in
this study received the test. Thirty of the 37 children with SLI who completed the test earned a
standard score at or below 85 on this measure. For the seven with a standard score above 85,
three earned a score of 86, one earned a score of 88, one earned a score of 92, and two earned a
score of 94. All of the children in the TD group earned scores above 85.
Receptive vocabulary was measured by using the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test –
IV (PPVT; Dunn & Dunn, 2007). The PPVT is a norm-referenced test appropriate for
children, aged 2 through 90 years. The PPVT is developmentally organized, and test entry is
dependent upon the child’s age. The child is told a word such as “farm” and has to point to
the picture that corresponds with that word. The normative mean for this test is 100 (SD =
15). Thirty-seven of the 54 children with SLI earned standard scores at or below a standard
score of 85 on this measure. For the 17 with a standard score above 85, four earned a score
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of 86, one earned a score of 87, four earned a score of 88, one earned a score of 89, one
earned a score of 91, two earned a score of 96, two earned a score of 101, one earned a score
of 108, and one earned a score of 111. All of the children in the TD group earned a standard
score above 85.
Table 3-3. Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges of Participants’ Test Scores by Dialect
and Clinical Status.
Dialect
Group

CE
(n = 37)

SWE
(n = 68)

AAE
(n = 75)

Clinical
Status

PTONI

GFTA

DELV-NR
Syntax

TOLD
Syntax

PPVT

SLI
(n = 18)

96.50
(11.61)
78-125

106.56
(3.91)
100-112

5.28
(1.28)
3-7

80.94
(6.68)
65-94

86.22
(11.69)
66-111

TD
(n = 19)

101.58
(14.29)
76-127

108.16
(6.34)
86-116

9.95
(1.62)
8-14

100.25
(8.66)
94-113

105.00
(8.21)
90-119

Combined

98.84
(13.08)
76-127

107.38
(5.29)
86-116

7.68
(2.76)
3-14

84.80
(10.49)
65-113

95.86
(13.74)
66-119

SLI
(n = 16)

93.13
(8.78)
82-112

104.00
(4.84)
94-113

4.38
(1.59)
1-7

79.67
(6.43)
70-94

83.56
(8.70)
71-101

TD
(n = 52)

110.04
(16.78)
84-145

109.44
(3.87)
96-116

10.25
(1.67)
8-15

100.17
(11.77)
86-119

107.96
(7.53)
89-130

Combined

106.06
(16.85)
82-145

108.16
(4.70)
94-116

8.87
(3.00)
1-15

86.50
(12.90
70-119

102.22
(12.99)
71-130

SLI
(n = 20)

93.35
(7.68)
82-110

103.40
(6.07)
89-111

4.70
(.80)
3-6

77.78
(6.36)
70-92

80.65
(3.92)
75-87

TD
(n = 55)

101.11
(11.83)
82-139

107.30
(4.60)
92-114

9.85
(1.48)
8-14

104.29
(7.54)
92-119

101.73
(9.36)
86-117

Combined

99.33
(11.40)
82-139

106.29
(5.29)
89-114

8.48
(2.65)
3-14

94.56
(14.63)
70-119

96.11
(12.49)
75-117
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Table 3-4. Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges of Participants’ Test Scores by Clinical
Status.
Clinical
Status

PTONI

GFTA

DELV-NR
Syntax

TOLD
Syntax

PPVT

SLI
(n = 54)

94.33
(9.41)
78-125

104.63
(5.17)
89-113

4.80
(1.25)
1-7

79.76
(6.47)
65-94

83.37
(8.74)
66-111

TD
(n = 126)

104.68
(14.92)
76-145

108.33
(4.69)
86-116

10.03
(1.58)
8-15

102.78
(8.55)
86-119

104.79
(8.88)
86-130

Five 3x2 (dialect by clinical status) ANOVAs were computed for the dependent
variables found in Tables 3-3 and 3-4. A main effect was found for dialect for the PPVT,
F(2,174) = 4.904, p = .008, η2 = .053. Tukey post hoc results indicated that the SWE group
(M = 102.99, SD = 12.99) had higher scores compared to the CE group (M = 95.86, SD =
13.74) and AAE group (M = 96.11, SD = 12.49). A main effect was also found for clinical
status for the PTONI, F(1,174) = 19.652, p < .001, η2 = .101, the GFTA, F(1,174) = 20.651,
p < .001, η2 = .106, DELV-NR syntax subtest, F(1,174) = 433.717, p < .001, η2 = .714, the
TOLD syntax subtest, F(1,57) = 104.903, p < .001, η2 = .648, and the PPVT, F(1,174) =
221.277, p < .001, η2 = .560, indicating that children with SLI earned lower scores than those
in the TD group.
Language Samples
All children produced a language sample that was elicited by trained graduate
clinicians using toys (e.g., carwash, picnic set, dolls) and pictures (Arwood, 1985). The
language samples were transcribed using Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts
(SALT; Miller & Iglesias, 2012) and coded for morphemes as well as nonmainstream
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structures according to Oetting et al. (2014). The samples averaged 240 complete and
intelligible (C&I) utterances and had a total of 43,130 C&I utterances. These results are
presented by dialect and clinical status in Tables 3-5 and 3-6.
Table 3-5. Average and Sum of C&I Utterances by Dialect and Clinical Status.
Dialect Group

CE
(n = 37)

SWE
(n = 68)

AAE
(n = 75)

Clinical Status

Average C&I Utterances

Sum of C&I
utterances

SLI
(n = 18)

251 (62)

4,525

TD
(n = 19)

233 (48)

4,424

Combined

242 (55)

8,949

SLI
(n = 16)

250 (64)

4,004

TD
(n = 52)

240 (69)

12,518

Combined

243 (67)

16,522

SLI
(n = 20)

243 (64)

4,865

TD
(n = 55)

233 (50)

12,794

Combined

235 (54)

17,659

Table 3-6. Average and Sum of C&I Utterances by Clinical Status.
Average C&I Utterances

Sum of C&I Utterances

SLI
(n = 54)

248 (62)

13,394

TD
(n = 126)

236 (58)

29,736

Combined

240 (59)

43,130
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A 3x2 (dialect by clinical status) ANOVA was computed for C&I utterances to
determine significant differences between the groups. No significant effects were found for
dialect, F(1,174) = .216, p = .806, η2 = .002, or for clinical status, F(1,174) = 1.632, p =
.203, η2 = .009.
Procedures
Prior to the participation in the study, IRB approval, found in Appendixes A and B,
and parental consent were obtained. The children were tested in a small classroom with little
to no interference during a 30-minute session. The testing data, listed in Tables 3-3 and 3-4,
were collected on two separate days prior to administration of the language samples.
Data Coding
The language samples were coded for infinitival TO contexts by four graduate
students. First, score-able tokens of infinitival TO contexts were identified. Prepositional
TO contexts (e.g., She walked to the store.) were also identified but excluded from the
analysis. The sums for infinitival TO and prepositional TO contexts are presented in Table
3-7 and 3-8.
The frequency counts in Tables 3-7 and 3-8 do not include catenatives (e.g., gonna,
wanna) and dialect appropriate reduced forms (e.g., gotta, hafta, fitna, sposta, I’ma), which
were excluded (n = 1,675). These were excluded because infinitival TO is phonologically
reduced into another form and cannot be coded as either overtly marked or zero marked.
Other non-score-able tokens (n = 68) included tense within the infinitival clause (e.g., He
wants to tries the cake.). These forms involved double tensing and were excluded because it
was not clear as to the child’s intended utterance. Finally, other non-score-able tokens (n =
1,063) included utterances in which infinitival TO or conjunction AND were or could have
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been the intended structure (e.g., They go Ø get the car; They go to/and get the car). Of
these non-score-able tokens, 22 utterances were part of a series of infinitival TO verbs that
followed WENT or CAME (e.g., Aaron went Ø go Ø get the car.). For these types of
utterances, the first omission was scored as a zero marked infinitival TO, and the second was
considered a non-score-able context (i.e., Aaron went *to go *to/*and get the car) because
AND could have been the intended structure. All non-score-able tokens were excluded from
the analyses because of the ambiguity of the intended utterance or clause. Quirk et al. (2012)
note that when verbs like GO and COME are coordinated with other verbs (i.e., as signaled
by and), the preceding verb regains its lexical weight (e.g., Aaron goes and visits Frankie at
his house). As such, utterances with the conjunction AND or that could have an omitted
AND were deemed non-score-able.
Table 3-7. Sum of Infinitival and Prepositional TO Tokens by Dialect and Clinical Status.
Dialect Group

CE

SWE

AAE

Clinical Status

Infinitival TO

Prepositional TO

SLI

394

150

TD

503

151

Combined

897

301

SLI

324

113

TD

1,401

492

Combined

1,725

605

SLI

479

171

TD

1,429

524

Combined

1,908

695
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Table 3-8. Sum of Infinitival and Prepositional TO by Clinical Status.
Clinical Status

Infinitival TO

Preposition TO

SLI

1,197

434

TD

3,333

1,167

Combined

4,530

1,601

Each score-able infinitival TO context was coded as overtly marked (e.g., Tyler wants
to eat some cereal) or zero marked (e.g., We came Ø see Jude). Score-able tokens were
coded for preceding verb context: GO (e.g., I’m going to walk today; I’m going Ø walk
today), COME (e.g., Lori came to visit with y’all; Lori came Ø visit with y’all), WENT (e.g.,
Shirley went to eat at the casino; Shirley went Ø eat at the casino), and OTHER (e.g., I get to
go with momma; I get Ø go with momma).
Quirk et al. (2012) describe the verbs GO and COME as intransitive verbs, which
rarely, if ever, take an object. The two verbs are also aspectual in the sense that they indicate
directionality. COME indicates directionality of orientation towards a source, whereas GO
indicates directionality away from the source. They describe this process as a phenomenon
where a nonfinite clause acts as the adjunct to the main verb and contains an aspect that
confers completeness.
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Data Entry and Analysis
Following coding, two graduate students entered the data into data files using
Statistical Program for the Social Sciences (SPSS; IBM Corporation, 2013). The first step of
data entry involved entering overt and zero marked tokens for each participant by preceding
verb context. Computation of additional variables were performed to check and ensure data
quality. Next, overtly and zero marked infinitival TO tokens were summed for each child.
Lastly, their rates of zero marking of infinitival TO were computed by dividing the sum of
zero marked tokens by the sum of the zero and overt marked tokens. This database was used
to perform ANOVAs to determine if the children’s rates of zero marking differ by dialect,
clinical status, and preceding verb context.
In addition, another database was created in order to run a binary logistic regression
analysis. First, the overt and zero marked tokens for infinitival TO from the previous
database were summed and printed for each child. Each infinitival TO token was then
entered into SPSS as a separate entry by assigning it a 0 for zero marked and 1 for overtly
marked. For each token’s entry, other values were given codes to identify the child (i.e.,
number and alpha codes), dialect (i.e., 1 for SWE, 2 for CE, or 3 for AAE), clinical status
(i.e., 1 for SLI or 2 for TD), and verb context preceding infinitival TO (i.e., 1 for GO, 2 for
COME, 3 for WENT, or 4 OTHER verbs). The structure of the SPSS data file is illustrated
in Figure 3-2. Here, an example of a SWE-speaking child without SLI has zero marked 3
tokens of infinitival TO following GO and overtly marked 2 tokens following WENT.
Lastly, cross tabulations were computed and errors were corrected against the master SPSS
database to ensure accuracy of data entry.
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Figure 3-2. Example SPSS Spread Sheet of a SWE-Speaking Child without SLI.
Reliability
Inter-rater reliability was evaluated by having two raters independently code
infinitival TO contexts from 48 of the 180 samples (i.e., 27% of the data). There were 1,090
opportunities to agree on contexts (i.e., infinitival TO contexts, preposition TO contexts,
ambiguous TO contexts), type of marking (i.e., zero marked and overtly marked), and
preceding verb context (i.e., GO, COME, WENT, OTHER verbs). Overall reliability was
98% agreement, with a range of 90% to 100%.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS

After all score-able tokens of infinitival TO were coded and entered into SPSS, a
series of statistical analyses were completed. The analyses included Analyses of Variance
(ANOVAs) and mixed-effects logistic regression. These analyses were conducted to
examine whether the children’s relative frequencies of infinitival TO contexts and rates of
zero marking of infinitival TO contexts were influenced by their dialect and clinical status
and by preceding verb context.
Rates of Utterances with an Infinitival TO Context
First, I examined the children’s relative frequency of infinitival TO contexts within
their language samples. To do this, the children’s score-able infinitival TO contexts were
summed and divided by their number of C&I utterances. These data are presented in Tables
4-1 and 4-2.
Table 4-1. Score-able Infinitival TO Tokens and C&I Utterances by Dialect and
Clinical Status.
Dialect Group

CE
(n = 37)

SWE
(n = 68)

AAE
(n = 75)

Clinical Status

Score-able Infinitival TO
Tokens

Total Number of
C&I Utterances

SLI
(n = 18)

394

4,525

TD
(n = 19)

503

4,424

SLI
(n = 16)

324

4,004

TD
(n = 52)

1,401

12,518

SLI
(n = 20)

479

4,865

TD
(n = 55)

1,429

12,794
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Table 4-2. Rates of Infinitival TO Contexts per Language Sample.
SLI

TD

Combined

CE

8.94%
(3.29)

11.58%
(4.77)

10.15%
(4.32)

SWE

8.19%
(3.75)

11.15%
(4.62)

10.45%
(4.58)

AAE

10.40%
(4.63)

11.17%
(4.70)

10.96%
(4.66)

Total

9.16%
(4.01)

11.22%
(4.64)

10.60%
(4.55)

Note: Shading indicates significant main effect. SDs are reported in parentheses.
To examine these data, a 3x2 (dialect by clinical status) ANOVA was completed on
the children’s rate of infinitival TO contexts. While a main effect for dialect was not found,
a main effect for clinical status was revealed, F (1,174) = 8.551, p = .004, η2 = .047,
indicating that the children with SLI produced fewer infinitival TO contexts within their
language samples than the children without SLI. These results are shaded in Table 4-2.
Next, the rates of zero marking of infinitival TO were examined. To do this, scoreable tokens of infinitival TO were first categorized into either a zero marked or overtly
marked category. These data are presented by dialect and clinical status in Table 4-3.
Following this step, the rates of zero marking of infinitival TO were calculated by
dividing the number of zero marked tokens of infinitival TO by the total score-able tokens
(i.e., zero marked + overtly marked). Presented in Table 4-4 are the average (SD) rates of
zero marked infinitival TO by the children’s dialect and clinical status.
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Table 4-3. Occurrences of Zero and Overtly Marked Infinitival TO by Dialect and Clinical
Status.
Dialect

CE
(n = 37)

SWE
(n = 68)

AAE
(n = 75)

Clinical Status

Zero Marked
Infinitival TO

Overtly Marked
Infinitival TO

SLI
(n = 18)

65

329

TD
(n = 19)

47

456

SLI
(n = 16)

48

276

TD
(n = 52)

100

1,301

SLI
(n = 20)

73

406

TD
(n = 55)

143

1,286

Table 4-4. Rates of Zero Marked Infinitival TO by Dialect and Clinical Status.

SLI

TD

Combined

CE

15.71%
(11.88)

9.76%
(4.95)

12.66%
(9.38)

SWE

17.29%
(10.63)

9.17%
(14.22)

11.08%
(13.83)

AAE

17.36%
(16.25)

10.21%
(8.67)

12.12%
(11.53)

Total

16.79%
(13.14)

9.71%
(10.90)

11.84%
(12.02)

Note: Shading indicates a significant main effect. SDs are reported in parentheses.
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To examine these data, a 3x2 (dialect by clinical status) ANOVA was computed on
the children’s rate of zero marking of infinitival TO. While the main effect for dialect was
not significant, a main effect was found for clinical status, F(1,174) = 12.691, p < .001, η2 =
.068, indicating that the SLI group had higher rates of zero marking for infinitival TO
compared to the TD group. These results are shaded in Table 4-4.
Preceding Verb Context
Recall that Cox (1992) and Cheramie (1998) suggested that zero marking of
infinitival TO typically occurs in CE after the verbs GO and WENT. Given this, the
children’s infinitival TO preceding verb contexts were examined. When this was done, 87
different preceding verb contexts were found in the data. Seventy-three of the verb contexts
were overtly marked 100% of the time, and one verb (i.e., WARN) was overtly marked 0%
of the time (but was produced only once). These preceding verb contexts are listed in
Appendix C. The remaining 13 different preceding verb contexts were variably marked and
are presented in Table 4-5.
As can be seen from Table 4-5, the 13 different verb contexts are listed from the
highest to lowest proportion of zero marked infinitival TO structures. Of these different verb
contexts, the first three are shaded because they yielded substantially higher proportions of
zero marked infinitival TO structures compared to the other verbs.
As a result of the previously presented proportions in Table 4-5, all verb contexts,
except for GO, COME, or WENT, were included in an OTHER verb category. These data
are listed in Table 4-6 by the children’s dialect and clinical status, and by preceding verb
context.
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Table 4-5. Number of Occurrences of Preceding Verb Context and Proportion Zero
Marked Infinitival TO.

Preceding Verb

Zero

Overt

Proportion Zero Marked
Infinitival TO

WENT

103

41

.72

GO

202

221

.48

COME

35

43

.45

ASK

1

9

.10

GET

14

176

.07

START

1

15

.06

WANT

14

215

.06

TRY

8

219

.04

LIKE

4

238

.02

NEED

2

125

.02

HAVE

14

652

.02

Copula BE

5

251

.02

VERB + HOW
(i.e., know, teach, forgot, learn, show, told)

1

128

.01
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The data in Table 4-6 suggest that there are significantly more occurrences of
infinitival TO in the OTHER category than in the GO, COME, or WENT categories. To
further examine these data, the occurrences of infinitival TO were separated and categorized
as either zero or overtly marked tokens. These data are presented in Table 4-7 by the
children’s dialect and clinical status, and by preceding verb context.
Table 4-6. Frequency of Infinitival TO Tokens listed by Dialect, Clinical Status, and
Preceding Verb Context.
Dialect

CE

SWE

AAE

Clinical Status

GO

COME

WENT

OTHER

SLI

67

5

17

305

TD

38

7

17

441

Combined

105

12

34

746

SLI

36

6

9

273

TD

94

14

37

1,256

Combined

130

20

46

1,529

SLI

55

23

9

392

TD

133

23

55

1,218

Combined

188

46

64

1,610
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Table 4-7. Frequency of Zero and Overtly Marked Infinitival TO by Dialect, Clinical
Status, and Preceding Verb Context.
GO

COME

WENT

OTHER

Dialect Clinical Status

CE

SWE

AAE

zero

overt

zero

overt

zero

overt

zero

overt

SLI

36

31

2

3

10

7

17

288

TD

20

18

5

2

15

2

7

434

Combined
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49

7

5

25

9

24

722

SLI

15

21

1

5

3

6

29

244

TD

42

52

5

9

27

10

26

1,230

Combined

57

73

6

14

30

16

55

1,474

SLI

29

26

13

10

8

1

23

369

TD

60

73

9

14

40

15

34

1,184

Combined

89

99

22

24

48

16

57

1,553

64

The next step involved calculating the average percentages and group proportions of
zero marked infinitival TO. The percentages and proportions of zero marked infinitival TO
were calculated in a similar way (i.e., zero marked occurrences/total occurrences). The
percentages were calculated by averaging the data from each participant who had produced at
least one token of infinitival TO. By comparison, the proportions were based on the total
numbers of infinitival TO tokens produced by all participants within each group who
produced at least one occurrence of infinitival TO.
As can be seen in Table 4-8, the percentage and proportional data led to different
rates of zero marked infinitival TO. Although most of the differences were relatively small
(i.e., <10), some differences were larger. For example, the percentage of zero marked
infinitival TO following COME for the CE-SLI group was 25%, but the proportion of zero
marked infinitival TO for the same group was .40.
Recall that earlier I called attention to the few occurrences of infinitival TO across the
children and all preceding verb contexts. Only 18 children (i.e., SLI = 4; TD = 14) produced
at least one infinitival TO contexts for all four preceding verb contexts. These 18 children
are presented by their dialect and clinical status in Table 4-9. As can be seen, with only 10%
(18 of the 180) of the children contributing a full set of data to the analysis, and a full set of
data unavailable for children in the SWE-SLI group or CE-TD group, an ANOVA would be
an inappropriate statistic to determine if the children’s rate of zero marked infinitival TO
differed by the their dialect and clinical status and by the preceding verb context.
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Table 4-8. Percent and Proportion of Zero Marked Infinitival TO by Dialect, Clinical
Status, and Preceding Verb Context.

Dialect

CE

SWE

Clinical
Status

GO
%

COME
Prop.

%

SLI

51%
(45)
n = 15

TD

WENT

Prop.

%

.54

25%
(.50)
n=4

59%
(45)
n = 17

.53

Combined

55%
(44)
n = 32

SLI

50%
(44)
n = 12

TD

48%
(41)
n = 32

Combined

48%
(41)
n = 44

.44

SLI

54%
(43)
n = 13

.53

OTHER

Prop.

%

Prop.

.40

55%
(47)
n=8

.59

5%
(7)
n = 18

.06

80%
(27)
n=5

.71

78%
(44)
n=9

.88

2%
(3)
n = 19

.02

.53

56%
(46)
n=9

.58

67%
(46)
n = 17

.74

3%
(5)
n = 37

.03

.42

25%
(35)
n=2

.17

33%
(47)
n=7

.33

11%
(13)
n = 16

.11

.36

68%
(45)
n = 22

.73

3%
(8)
n = 52

.02

.30

60%
(47)
n = 29

.65

5%
(10)
n = 68

.04

.57

90%
(22)
n=5

.89

6%
(10)
n = 20

.06

.45

36%
(48)
n=
12
35%
(46)
n=
14
61%
(44)
n=9

41%
68%
3%
(46)
AAE
TD
.45
.39
(43)
.73
(5)
.03
n=
n = 26
n = 55
16
48%
57%
71%
3%
(45)
Combined
(40)
.47
.48
(41)
.75
(7)
.04
n=
n = 53
n = 31
n = 75
25
Note: % indicates the average percentage of zero marked infinitival TO contexts. SDs
are reported in parentheses. N reflects the number of participants who contributed data to
the calculation.
58%
(40)
n = 40
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Table 4-9. Number of Cases Included Within a Hypothetical Analysis.

SLI

TD

CE

1

--

SWE

--

5

AAE

3

9

Note: -- indicates no cases used in the analysis.

As an alternative, I next considered four 3x2 (dialect by clinical status) ANOVAs to
examine each verb context separately. To do this, I examined the number of infinitival TO
occurrences that would be included within each of these analyses. These data are presented
in Table 4-10. While the number of children available for these four ANOVAs was greater
than what was available for the omnibus ANOVA, many of the required cells still had less
than 10 children contributing data to the analysis. In fact, if data from at least 10 children are
used as the minimum for completing an ANOVA, only two of the preceding verb contexts,
GO and OTHER verbs, had sufficient data to be analyzed. These columns are shaded in the
table.
Table 4-10. Number of Children Who Would Be Included in Four ANOVAs.
Dialect
CE
SWE
AAE

Clinical
Status
SLI

GO

COME

WENT

OTHER

15

4

8

18

TD

32

5

9

19

SLI

12

2

7

16

TD

44

12

22

52

SLI

13

9

5

20

TD

53

16

26

55
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When 3x2 (dialect by clinical status) ANOVAs were completed on the children’s rate
of zero marking following GO and OTHER verbs, no effects were found for GO. The results
for the OTHER verbs were different. For this verb context, a significant main effect for
dialect, F (2,174) = 3.122, p = .047, η2 = .035, and a significant main effect for clinical status,
F (1,174) = 12.786, p < .001, η2 = .068, were identified. Tukey post hoc analysis indicated
that the SWE group (M = 4.93%; SD = 9.57) produced higher rates of zero marking
compared to the CE group (M = 3.05%; SD = 5.21). In addition, Tukey post hoc analysis
indicated that the children with SLI (M = 6.79%; SD = 10.31) produced higher rates of zero
marking compared to the TD group (M = 2.68%; SD = 5.96).
Mixed-Effects Logistic Regression Analysis
The language sample data were further examined with a mixed-effects binary logistic
regression analysis using a maximal random-effect structure. According to Barr, Levy,
Scheepers, and Tily (2013), a maximal random-effect structure allows for a design with
clustered or nested data to be best generalized to the population10. The maximal randomeffect structure starts with the most complex (i.e., the number of predictors that are included
in the model) model to establish the most accurate (i.e., the amount of variance explained by
the model) results. While the maximal random-effect structure includes all of the random
intercepts and slopes that could contribute to the results, it often becomes necessary (as it was
10

Barr et al. (2013) state that a maximal random-effect structure includes the random
intercepts of the random effects and the random slopes of the fixed effects; however, the
structure can vary for each experiment. Furthermore, the random intercepts include variation
across each subject, and the random slopes allow for the subjects to vary with respect to the
other independent variables. If a maximal random-effect structure is not employed in mixedeffects models, the results will include variation that was not controlled (Barr et al., 2013).
As a result, uncontrolled random intercept variation will reduce statistical power and increase
Type II error (i.e., false negatives), and uncontrolled random slope variation will increase
Type I error (i.e., false positives).
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in the current case) to simplify the structure for the data to converge. The concept of
convergence is based on the maximum likelihood estimation where the model attempts to
find the best estimates of the parameters.
For the binary logistic regression completed here, the fixed effects included dialect,
clinical status, and preceding verb context, and the maximal random-effect structure included
(1) a random intercept for participant and (2) random slopes for the participants’ clinical
status. For the random intercept, participants were included to control for within subject
variation. For random slopes, initially each independent variable and their interactions were
included in the analysis; however, for the model to converge, only clinical status was
included as a random slope for the participants. The model’s results were generated with
SPSS (v. 23) using the GENLINMIXED procedure.
Results indicated that the participant (i.e., intercept) and clinical status (i.e., slope)
variables as random effects were significant, Wald Z = 2.254, p = .024, and each accounted
for 37.1% of the variance within the data. A main effect was also found for dialect,
F(23,580) = 3.457, p = .033, but not clinical status. These findings were qualified by a
dialect by preceding verb context interaction, F(6, 4,506) = 2,998, p = .006, and by a clinical
status by preceding verb context interaction, F(3, 4,506) = 5,852, p = .001. The results of the
fixed effects variables are presented in Table 4-11.
In Figure 4-1, the dialect by preceding verb context interaction is illustrated. Pairwise
contrasts indicated that this interaction was related to: (1) COME, where the CE group zero
marked infinitival TO more than the SWE group, (2) WENT, where the CE and AAE groups
zero marked infinitival TO more than the SWE group, and (3) OTHER verbs, where the
SWE group zero marked infinitival TO more than the CE group.
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In Figure 4-2, the clinical status by preceding verb context interaction is illustrated.
Pairwise contrasts indicated that this interaction was related to the OTHER verbs, where the
SLI group zero marked infinitival TO more than the TD group.
Table 4-11. Fixed Effects Variables.
df1

df2

F

Sig.

Corrected Mean

23

580

26.822

<.001

Dialect

2

254

3.457

.033

Clinical Status

1

256

.008

.928

Preceding Verb Context

3

4,506

115.80

<.001

Dialect*Preceding Verb Context

6

4,506

2,998

.006

Clinical Status*Preceding Verb Context
Dialect*Clinical Status*Preceding Verb
Context
Note: Significant fixed effects are shaded.

3

4,506

5,852

.001

8

776

1,616

.116

Figure 4-1. Dialect by Preceding Verb Context Interaction.
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Figure 4-2. Clinical Status by Preceding Verb Context Interaction.
Magnitude of Mixed-Effects Logistic Regression.
While the mixed-effects logistic regression indicated which independent variables
contributed to the children’s rates of zero mark infinitival TO, it did not fully illuminate the
magnitude of each variable’s influence on the children’s rates of marking, because the beta
coefficients reported in the coefficients model are computed against an arbitrary reference.
For example, in the regression model just described, the beta coefficient (which is the log
odds) for data coded as a GO preceding verb context was calculated based on its relation to
data coded as an OTHER preceding verb context (because the OTHER verbs were entered
last in the model). Reporting these beta coefficients would not be describing the results
accurately, thus warranting an alternative to traditional metrics of effect size.
As an alternative, studies in the field of sociolinguistics often transform coefficients
into factor weights (FWs) to determine the effect size for each linguistic variable (for
examples, see Berry, 2015; Roy, Oetting, & Moland, 2013). In these studies, the FWs
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indicate the estimated probability that the target response by a child (in this case the
probability of a zero marked infinitival TO form) occurs in a specific context controlling for
the other contexts.
In Table 4-12, the FWs were generated from the model (reported in Table 4-11) using
the R system (R Core Team, 2015) with its lme4 (Bates, Maechler, Bolker, & Walker, 2015a,
2015b) and effects packages (Fox, 2003; Fox & Hong, 2009). Thus, each FW was computed
from the logistic mixed effects model described earlier and represents the estimated
probability of zero marking (versus overt marking) in the data while controlling for the other
fixed and random effects.
Following Horvath and Horvath (2003) and for this model in particular, FWs above .50
indicate that the preceding verb context led the children to prefer zero marking of infinitival
TO, and factor weights below .50 indicated that the preceding verb context led the children to
prefer overt marking of infinitival TO. Results in Table 4-12 indicate that all of the children,
regardless of their dialect or clinical status, preferred overall to overtly mark as compared to
zero mark infinitival TO, because the corrected mean (i.e. the estimated mean of zero marking
when controlling for all predictors and random effects) for each cohort is less than .16.
However, when each dialect and clinical status group was examined individually, the four verb
contexts showed different patterns of marking preferences for the different child groups. The
CE-TD group preferred zero marking of infinitival TO following GO, COME, and WENT and
overt marking following OTHER verbs, whereas the CE-SLI group preferred zero marking of
infinitival TO following WENT and COME and overt marking following OTHER verbs.
Unlike the CE-TD group, the CE-SLI group showed no preference of marking infinitival TO
following GO (i.e., they marked these preceding verb contexts at chance levels.).
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Table 4-12. Logistic Regression by Dialect, Clinical Status, and Preceding Verb Context.
TD

SLI

FW

Proportion

Ʃ

FW

Proportion

Ʃ

.02

.09

503

.06

.16

394

GO

.58

.53

38

.50

.54

67

COME

.76

.71

7

.52

.40

5

WENT

.93

.88

17

.61

.59

17

OTHER

.01

.02

441

.04

.06

305

CE
Corrected
Mean
Verb

Range

92

57

SWE
Corrected
Mean
Verb

.03

.07

1,401

.12

.15

324

GO

.43

.45

94

.42

.42

36

COME

.28

.36

14

.16

.17

6

WENT

.76

.73

37

.30

.33

9

OTHER

.02

.02

1,256

.10

.11

273

Range

74

32

AAE
Corrected
Mean
Verb

.03

.10

1,429

.08

.15

479

GO

.50

.45

133

.58

.53

55

COME

.37

.39

23

.51

.57

23

WENT

.72

.73

55

.91

.89

9

OTHER

.02

.03

1,218

.05

.06

392

Range

70

86

73

By comparison, the SWE-TD group preferred zero marking of infinitival TO
following WENT and overt marking following GO, COME, and OTHER verbs, and the
SWE-SLI group preferred overt marking of infinitival TO following all four verb contexts
(e.g., GO, WENT, COME, and OTHER). Finally, the AAE-TD group preferred zero
marking of infinitival TO following WENT and overt marking following COME and
OTHER verbs. Like the SWE-SLI group, the AAE-TD group showed no preference of
marking of infinitival TO following GO. Finally, the AAE-SLI group preferred zero
marking of infinitival TO following GO, COME, and WENT and overt marking following
OTHER verbs.
From these FWs, ranges can also be calculated by removing the decimal and
subtracting the largest FW from smallest FW for each linguistic variable. These ranges
represent the magnitude or effect size for the preceding verb context as a variable. Again
following Horvath and Horvath (2003), ranges less than 30 are interpreted as a small effect,
ranges between 31 and 50 are interpreted as a strong effect, and ranges greater than 50 are
interpreted as a very strong effect. As shown in the table, when FW ranges are considered,
the preceding verb context as a variable exerts a strong to very strong effect on the children’s
rates of zero marked infinitival TO, regardless of their dialect or clinical status.
Finally, given that the FWs are tied to the children’s proportion of zero marking, we
can consider FW differences between the verb contexts for each dialect and clinical status
group following the comparative method in sociolinguistics (Dubois & Horvath, 2003;
Tagliamonte, 2013). To do this, I have re-presented the FWs in Tables 4-13 for the TD
groups and 4-14 for the SLI groups. Within the tables, I have ordered the preceding verb
contexts from highest FW to lowest FW, and this ordering corresponds to the order in which
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the children zero marked infinitival TO for each preceding verb context. Preceding verb
contexts that favor zero marking are represented in blue while preceding verb contexts that
disfavor zero marking are represented in green.
Table 4-13. TD Patterns of Zero Marked Infinitival TO by Dialect.
TD
CE

WENT – COME – GO > OTHER
(.93)
(.76)
(.58) (.01)

SWE

WENT > GO – COME – OTHER
(.76)
(.43) (.28)
(.02)

AAE

WENT > GO > COME – OTHER
(.72) (.50) (.37)
(.02)

Note: FWs are presented in parentheses. (>) indicates change of marking preference.
Blue font indicates preceding verb context that favors zero marking. Green font
indicates preceding verb context that favors overt marking. Black font indicates
marking at chance levels.
As can be seen from the Table 4-13, all three TD dialect groups marked infinitival TO
in similar ways following WENT and OTHER verbs. Following WENT, all three TD dialect
groups preferred to zero mark infinitival TO (although the FW for this verb context is
comparably higher for the CE group than for the SWE or AAE groups), and following
OTHER verbs, all three TD dialect groups overwhelmingly preferred to overtly mark
infinitival TO. However, the children’s marking of infinitival TO following GO and COME
varied by their dialect. For CE, the children preferred to zero marked infinitival TO
following COME more than GO, although for both of these verb contexts, the CE-TD group
preferred to zero mark infinitival TO. For SWE and AAE, the pattern differed because these
children preferred to overtly mark infinitival TO following COME at levels that were higher
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than when infinitival TO followed GO. Unlike the CE-TD group, the SWE-TD and AAETD groups also did not prefer to zero mark following GO verbs.
Table 4-14. SLI Patterns of Zero Marked Infinitival TO by Dialect.
SLI
CE

WENT – COME > GO > OTHER
(.61)
(.52) (.50)
(.04)

SWE

GO – WENT – COME – OTHER
(.42) (.30)
(.16)
(.10)

AAE

WENT – GO – COME > OTHER
(.91) (.58) (.51)
(.05)

Note: FWs are presented in parentheses. (>) indicates change of marking preference.
Blue font indicates preceding verb context that favors zero marking. Green font
indicates preceding verb context that favors overt marking. Black font indicates
marking at chance levels.
As can be seen in Table 4-14, the FWs generated for the SLI groups were not as
consistent as those generated for the TD groups for the verb contexts involving WENT, GO,
and COME. The CE-SLI group preferred to zero mark infinitival TO with two preceding
verb contexts (i.e., WENT and COME), the SWE-SLI group preferred to overtly mark
infinitival TO in all four preceding verb contexts (i.e., GO, WENT, COME, and OTHER
verbs), and the AAE-SLI group preferred to zero mark infinitival TO in three preceding verb
contexts (i.e., WENT, GO, and COME). Like the TD groups, however, those with SLI
overwhelmingly preferred to overtly mark infinitival TO following OTHER verbs (although
recall that results from both the ANOVAs and logistic regression showed a clinical status
effect for the OTHER verbs, with higher rates of zero marking across dialects for the SLI
groups as compared to the TD groups (SLI M = 6.79%; SD = 10.31 vs. TD M = 2.68%; SD =
5.96).
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

The current study was completed to fill gaps in the CE and SLI literatures. In the
dialect literature, infinitival TO is described as a structure of CE, and GO and WENT are
described as two preceding verb contexts that encourage zero marking of infinitival TO.
However, prior to the current work, no studies had quantified the rate of zero infinitival TO
within CE or compared this rate in CE to the rates of zero infinitival TO in other
nonmainstream English dialects. In the SLI literature, infinitival TO has been studied as a
marker of clinical status. However, prior to the current study, researchers in this area had not
examined the marking of infinitival TO in children with SLI who are speakers of any dialect
other than GAE.
This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section presents a summary of the
findings as related to the research questions. In second section, the findings of the study are
compared to the nonmainstream dialect and SLI literatures. The third section presents the
limitations and future directions of the study. Finally, the fourth section addresses clinical
implications and ends with the general conclusions.
Summary of Findings Related to Question 1
My first set of research questions was, Do CE-speaking children produce higher rates
of zero marking of infinitival TO compared to SWE- or AAE-speaking children? and Does the
preceding verb context influence zero marking in CE-speaking children in the same way as in
SWE-or AAE-speaking children?
To answer this set of research questions, I conducted several analyses to examine the
children’s overall rates of zero infinitival TO in CE, SWE, and AAE. First, ANOVAs were
completed on the children’s overall rates of zero marked infinitival TO. The results indicated
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that the children’s overall rates of zero marked infinitival TO did not differ between the three
dialects. These results also showed that the children’s rates of zero marked infinitival TO
were relatively low (i.e., less than 10%) across the dialects.
ANOVA and mixed-effects regression analyses also were performed on the children’s
rates of zero marked infinitival TO as a function of the four preceding verb contexts. These
results indicated that the preceding verb context was an important variable to consider when
describing the children’s infinitival TO system. Specifically, the CE-speaking children
favored zero marking following GO compared to the SWE- and AAE-speaking children who
favored overt marking. For contexts following COME, the children’s rates of zero marking
differed by their dialects, where the CE-speaking children zero marked at higher rates
compared to the SWE-speaking children. The CE-speaking children again favored zero
marking following COME compared to the SWE-speaking children who favored overt
marking and the AAE-speaking children who marked COME contexts at chance levels. For
contexts following WENT, the children’s rates of zero marking also differed by their
dialects, where the CE- and AAE-speaking children zero marked at higher rates compared to
the SWE-speaking children. Unlike GO and COME, however, all three dialects preferred to
zero mark infinitival TO following WENT. Finally, for contexts following OTHER verbs,
the children’s rates of zero marking differed by their dialects, with the SWE-speaking
children zero marking at higher rates compared to the CE-speaking children. Unlike the
results found for GO, COME, and WENT, all three dialects favored overt marking of
infinitival TO following OTHER verbs.
Contrary to my predictions, the CE-speaking children did not produce an overall
higher rate of zero marking of infinitival TO as compared to the SWE- or AAE-speaking
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children. These results were confirmed by two different types of analyses (i.e., ANOVAs
and mixed-effects regression). However, the CE-speaking children showed higher rates of
zero infinitival TO following COME compared to the SWE-speaking children, and the CEspeaking children (along with the AAE-speaking children) showed higher rates of zero
infinitival TO following WENT compared to the SWE-speaking children. In addition, the
CE-speaking children favored zero marking of infinitival TO following GO, COME, and
WENT, whereas the SWE- and AAE-speaking children favored zero marking of infinitival
TO following WENT only. In sum, the preceding verb context influenced the CE-speaking
children’s rates of zero marking in ways that differed from what was found for the SWE- and
AAE-speaking children.
Summary of Findings Related to Question 2
My set of second research questions was, Is there a difference between rates of zero
marking of infinitival TO by children with and without SLI in CE, SWE, and AAE? and
Within CE, SWE, and AAE, does preceding verb context influence rates of zero marking by
children with SLI in the same way as children without SLI?
Analyses showed that the SLI group’s overall rate of zero infinitival TO (M =
16.79%) was higher than the TD group’s (M = 9.71%). The SLI group (M = 6.79%) also
produced higher rates of zero marking following OTHER verbs compared to the TD group
(M = 2.68%). The result for zero marked infinitival TO following OTHER verbs was
confirmed by ANOVAs and mixed-effects logistic regression. For GO, COME, and WENT
verb contexts, effects of clinical status varied by the child’s dialect and the verb context.
Specifically, the CE-SLI group marked contexts following GO at chance levels, the SWESLI group favored overt marking of infinitival TO following all four preceding verb contexts,
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and the AAE-SLI group preferred zero marking following GO, WENT, and COME but overt
marking following OTHER verbs.
In sum, the children with SLI produced higher overall rates of zero infinitival TO
than did those without SLI. However, these results were directly tied to contexts following
OTHER verbs. For GO, COME, and WENT, the children’s rates of zero marking did not
differ by their clinical status. In other words, outside of the OTHER verb contexts, the
preceding verb effects by clinical status may be best described as unstable because the CE-,
SWE-, and AAE-speaking children with SLI did not show a consistent pattern of higher rates
of zero marking across the four verbs.
Findings as Related to the CE Literature
The findings from the current study extend the CE literature in at least three ways.
First, recall that Dubois and Horvath (2003), Cheramie (1998), and Cox (1992) list zero
marked infinitival TO as a CE feature, but none of these authors included this structure
within their analyses. By comparison, results from the current study offer direct evidence to
show that zero marked infinitival TO is a structure that is produced in CE.
Second, the findings from the current study document a preceding verb context effect
for zero marked infinitival TO within child CE. Recall that Cox (1992) and Cheramie (1998)
suggested such a verb context effect for adult CE, but their description of the verb effect was
limited to WENT (He went Ø talk to the teacher) and GO (Rhett and Tanner are going Ø
sing in the choir) verb contexts. Findings from the current study support Cox and
Cheramie’s claims; however, they also show that infinitival TO is also zero marked by
children in CE following the verb COME (Jude came Ø stay at the house).
Third and perhaps most importantly, findings from the current study extend the
existing dialect literature by providing rate-based information about zero infinitival TO use
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by CE-speaking children. In the current study, the CE-speaking children zero marked
infinitival TO at relatively low rates (~10%). This finding is consistent with other
morphosyntactic structures that have been examined in other child CE studies (Oetting &
Garrity, 2006; Spedale, 2013). In Table 5-1, the rates for each morphosyntactic structure
studied by these other authors are listed and compared to those previously found for adults
and currently found for the children studied here. As is evident in this table, the rates of
nonmainstream CE structures have declined in use from the young French and young English
speakers studied by Dubois and Horvath (2003) to the young Cajun/CE child speakers that
have been studied. This table also shows that the children studied here zero marked
infinitival TO at rates that are most comparable to the rates at which previously studied
Cajun children have zero marked IS, ARE, and past tense –ed. The rates of these particular
nonmainstream structures, which are shaded, are relatively low, especially as compared to
the rates at which these nonmainstream CE structures were produced by the young adult
speakers studied by Dubois and Horvath.
Table 5-1. Updated Comparison of Adult and Child CE Structures.

Structure

Dubois & Horvath
(2003)
Young/
Young/
French
English
Adult
Adult

Oetting &
Garrity (2006)
SWE
+Cajun
Children

Spedale
(2013)

Current
Study

+Cajun
Children

CE
Children

Zero marked verbal –s

.25

.16

.19

.17

--

Zero marked IS

.32

.11

.09

.05

--

Zero marked ARE

.73

.64

.14

.36

--

Zero marked past tense -ed

.48

.29

.41

.13

--

WAS leveling

.50

.16

.51

.52

--

Zero Infinitival TO

--

--

--

--

.13

Note: -- indicates not reported.
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Recall that Acadiana was once a French-speaking area. Over the years, the primary
language shifted from French to English, and as a result, certain phonetic and morphological
characteristics influenced the English that was spoken by Cajuns in unique ways. Over time,
this English, which is now commonly referred to as CE, has evolved. The current findings
contribute to this literature by showing the continued evolution of CE. Based on the data
presented in Table 5-1, the changes being made in CE across generations of speakers reflect a
continued reduction or weakening of the nonmainstream (i.e., vernacular) nature of CE.
To further explore the claim that CE is becoming less nonmainstream (or less
vernacular) across time, I examined the rates at which individual children in the CE group
zero marked infinitival TO. For this analysis, I only considered those CE-speaking children
who were developing language typically. Data from these children are presented in Table
5-2.
In Table 5-2, the 19 children in the CE-TD group are listed. Four of the children zero
marked infinitival TO 100% of the time in at least two of the preceding verb contexts (i.e.,
GO, COME, and/or WENT), and 13 zero marked infinitival TO 50% or more of the time in
at least one of these preceding verb contexts. These CE-speaking children’s rates of zero
marking are shaded in the table. The table also shows that among the 19 CE-speaking
children, 63% zero marked infinitival TO following GO, 26% zero marked following
COME, and 37% zero marked following WENT. Certainly, the frequencies at which these
CE-speaking children produced infinitival TO contexts was very low, especially for the verbs
contexts involving COME and WENT; however, the data in the table illustrate the individual
differences that existed within the CE-TD group. Individual differences within the CE-TD
group, as opposed to a high level of consistency across this group, are not unusual in
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minority dialect situations that are evolving (Dubois & Horvath, 2002; Emmitte, 2013;
Wolfram & Thomas, 2002).
Table 5-2. Summary of CE-speaking Children’s Rates of Zero Marking.
Alpha

% Zero TO
following
GO

% Zero TO
following
COME

% Zero TO
following
WENT

% Zero TO
following
OTHER verbs

% Overall
Zero TO

ABREA

33%

--

100%

5%

12%

ACAVA

100%

--

--

8%

12%

ADOMI

0%

--

100%

0%

11%

BCAVA1

100%

--

--

0%

10%

BGASP

100%

100%

--

0%

14%

BTEMP

100%

--

--

0%

8%

BTHER

0%

--

100%

0%

6%

CLAND

100%

50%

--

0%

8%

CRIVE

0%

--

100%

0%

4%

EDAIG

36%

50%

--

0%

19%

ESTGE

--

--

0%

3%

3%

GDING

100%

100%

--

3%

10%

KBORN

0%

--

100%

0%

8%

KCHAN

100%

--

--

7%

13%

KLACO

0%

--

--

0%

0%

KLEBL2

50%

--

0%

0%

6%

LSTEW

--

100%

100%

0%

16%

MDONH

75%

--

--

0%

9%

PPHIL

100%

--

100%

4%

19%

Note: -- indicates that no tokens were produced.
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Findings as Related to the SWE and AAE Literature
The findings of the current study also contribute to the study of SWE and AAE, the
two other nonmainstream dialects that were examined. In particular, the current findings
show that these two dialects, like CE, allow zero marked infinitival TO. Perhaps even more
interesting is a comparison between the SWE- and AAE-speaking children’s rates of zero
marked infinitival TO in the current study to those previously documented.
Recall that Oetting and McDonald (2001) examined rates of zero marked infinitival
TO in SWE- and AAE-speaking children who lived in a neighboring Louisiana parish. In
their study, they found that the frequency of zero marked infinitival TO was very low (i.e., 19
total occurrences found in 7,265 utterances spoken by the children). While the general
frequency of infinitival TO in the current study was also relatively low, it was not as low as
previously reported by Oetting and McDonald. To illustrate, Table 5-3 presents the
frequencies and rates of zero marked infinitival TO across the two studies.
Table 5-3. Frequencies and Percentages of Zero Marked Infinitival TO Contexts Across
Studies.

Parish

Current Study
(n = 107)

Oetting & McDonald
(2001)
(n = 31)

Assumption

Ascension

Dialect

SWE
(n = 52)

AAE
(n = 55)

SWE
(n = 19)

AAE
(n = 12)

Frequency of Zero
Marked TO Structures

100

143

7

12

Percent Zero Marked
Infinitival TO

11.15%

11.17%

1.22%

5.31%
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As shown in the Table 5-3, the SWE-speaking children in the current study zero
marked infinitival TO at a higher rate than those in the previous study. Although not as
drastic, the AAE-speaking children in the current study also zero marked infinitival TO at a
higher rate than those in the previous study.
Second, the percentage of SWE- and AAE-speaking children who zero mark
infinitival TO at least once within their samples in the current study is different than what has
been reported in previous studies. Recall that Oetting and McDonald (2001), Washington
and Craig (1994) , and Jackson and Roberts (2001) each reported the percentage of
participants who zero marked infinitival TO at least once. In Table 5-4, these percentages
are listed and compared to the percentage observed in the current study. As can be seen, the
percentage of SWE-speaking children in the current study who zero marked infinitival TO is
almost three times higher than those in Oetting and McDonald. Also, the percentage of
AAE-speaking children in the current study who zero marked infinitival TO is also higher
than those in the three other AAE children studies. The most striking difference within the
AAE studies is between those who zero marked in the current study and those who zero
marked in Jackson and Roberts’ study, where the percentage of AAE-speaking children in
the current study is 12 times higher than the percentage reported by Jackson and Roberts. A
plausible explanation for these findings is that the higher rates of zero marking for the SWEand AAE-speaking children in the current study are tied to the Cajun and Creole heritage of
Assumption Parish. If this is true, the children’s higher rates of zero marked infinitival TO
can be described as a product of the socio-cultural history of Acadiana.
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Table 5-4. Percentage of Participants Who Zero Marked at least One Infinitival TO Context.
Geographic
Location

Current Study

Rural
Louisiana

Dialect

Percentage of Participants
Zero Marking Infinitival
TO

SWE
n = 52

71%

AAE
n = 55

84%

SWE
n = 19

26%

AAE
n = 12

67%

Oetting &
McDonald
(2001)

Rural
Louisiana

Washington &
Craig (1994)

Detroit,
Michigan

AAE
n = 45

31%

Jackson &
Roberts
(2001)

Chapel
Hill/Raleigh,
North Carolina

AAE
n = 85

7%

Interestingly, when the percentage of children who produced at least one token of
zero marked infinitival TO from the current study and those from Oetting and McDonald
(2001) are compared, the effect of location is striking. To illustrate, Figure 5-1 represents
Ascension (top) and Assumption (bottom) Parishes, which are both situated in Acadiana.
Recall that Oetting and McDonald’s (2001) study was conducted in Ascension, and the
current study was conducted in Assumption. Each circle in the figure represents a child who
zero marked infinitival TO at least once, and each triangle represents a child who never zero
marked infinitival TO. From the figure, it becomes obvious that the percentage of children
who zero marked infinitival TO is much higher in Assumption than in Ascension (83 out of
107 and 13 out of 31 for Assumption and Ascension, respectively). Therefore, it is possible
86

that for all children (not only the CE-speaking children) who live in Assumption Parish, their
higher rates of zero infinitival TO are tied to the socio-cultural (i.e., Acadian) heritage of
their communities.

Source: ArcGIS (2015) using “Map of Louisiana Parishes” as a base map.
Figure 5-1. Map of Ascension and Assumption Parishes with Representative Markings
for Children Who Produced at least One Token of Zero Marked
Infinitival TO.
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Recall that Emmitt (2013) showed a speaker’s residency within four different
parishes to influence how and when a speaker produces particular patterns of Cajun French
phonology. In the current study, differences in the rates at which SWE- and AAE-speaking
children zero mark infinitival TO in Assumption as compared to Ascension Parish may also
be tied to each speaker’s residency. As can be seen in Figure 5-1, the Mississippi River
separates much of Assumption from Ascension Parish. Within the sociolinguistic literature,
rivers, swamps, bayous, oceans, and mountains are well known geographical barriers that
serve to isolate communities and foster the continuation of enclave minority dialects and
languages (Emmitte, 2013; Wolfram & Thomas, 2002). Given this, it is reasonable to
assume that the Mississippi River has historically served as a natural language barrier in
Louisiana, which over time has contributed to the rate-based differences in children’s zero
marking of infinitival TO between Assumption and Ascension Parishes.
Findings as Related to the SLI Literature
In the SLI literature, not all structures of morphosyntax cause children with SLI
difficulty. Instead, children with SLI present difficulties with functional morphemes,
especially those expressing tense, and their difficulties with these structures are often more
severe than their deficits in other areas of development (Paradis et al., 2003; Rice & Wexler,
1996; Rice et al., 1995). In the current study, the children with SLI (M = 16.79%) produced
overall higher rates of zero marking of infinitival TO than children without SLI (M = 9.71).
These results are consistent with the previous SLI literature because infinitival TO is a
functional morpheme involved in the expression of tense.
Findings from the current study are also consistent with one study in the existing SLI
literature that examined infinitival TO. Recall that Arndt and Schuele (2012) found that
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children with SLI produce higher rates of zero marked infinitival TO as compared to children
without SLI. My findings are consistent with those of Arndt and Schuele. These findings are
compared in Table 5-5.
Table 5-5. Comparison of Percentage of Zero Marked Infinitival TO.

Current Study
(N = 180)

Arndt &
Schuele (2012)
(N = 38)

Dialect

SLI

TD

CE

15.71%

9.76%

SWE

17.29%

9.17%

AAE

17.36%

10.21%

Combined

16.79%

9.71%

GAE

20%

1%

Recall also that Arndt and Schuele examined infinitival TO among GAE-peaking
children. In the current study, infinitival TO was examined in three nonmainstream dialects
of English. As can be seen in Table 5-3, the rates of zero marking produced by the children
with SLI are close to those found by Arndt and Schuele. On the other hand, the rates of zero
marking for children without SLI are much lower in Arndt and Schuele’s study as compared
to the rates in the current study. Differences between these two studies for the TD groups
can be explained by dialect differences; Arndt and Schuele’s children spoke GAE and those
in the current study either spoke CE, SWE, or AAE. More difficult to explain is the lack of a
greater difference between Arndt and Schuele’s GAE-speaking children with SLI and the
current CE-, SWE-, or AAE-speaking children with SLI. Given that the children with SLI
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studied here also spoke a nonmainstream dialect, I would have expected their rates of zero
marking to differ from those classified as TD by the same magnitude as those studied by
Arndt and Schuele.
One difference between the two studies could relate to the coding of infinitival TO.
Recall that in the current study, zero marked contexts were excluded if they were structurally
ambiguous (e.g., Rhonda would go *to/*and talk to Wendy; Monique went *to go *to/*and
eat at Fresh Catch.). In Arndt and Schuele’s study, it is unknown as to how these types of
ambiguous utterances were coded. If they were coded as instances of zero marked infinitival
TO, rates of zero marking for their children with SLI could have been inflated relative to
those with SLI studied here. Nevertheless, like the children with SLI studied by Arndt and
Schuele, the children with SLI zero marked infinitival TO at higher rates than their same
dialect-speaking TD peers.
Arndt and Schuele also did not conduct an analysis of preceding verb contexts, and
they did not highlight GO, COME, or WENT as particular contexts that led to higher rates of
zero marking for their children with SLI. Given that infinitival TO is never (or very rarely)
zero marked by typically developing children in GAE, it makes sense that Arndt and Schuele
did not explore or find verb context effects. However, an interaction between the children’s
SLI status and preceding verb context was found in the current study. To remind readers of
this interaction, Table 5-6 was created. Within the table, the arrows indicate whether the SLI
groups studied here zero marked at higher rates compared to their same dialect-speaking TD
peers. As can be seen, only the AAE-speaking children with SLI had higher rates of zero
marked infinitival TO for all four preceding verb contexts compared to their TD peers. In
contrast, across all three dialects, those with SLI in comparison to their same-dialect
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speaking peers produced higher rates of zero infinitival TO following OTHER verbs. From
this finding, one must conclude that the SLI grammatical weakness in CE, SWE, and AAE is
most observable when infinitival TO forms are preceded by verbs not including GO, COME,
and WENT. As such, findings from the current study show dialect-specific verb context
effects for zero marking of infinitival TO in CE, SWE, and AAE, as well as an SLI effect
that requires preceding contexts involving GO, COME, and WENT to be excluded from the
analysis.
Table 5-6. Relative Probability of Zero Marked Infinitival TO: SLI Compared to TD.
GO

COME

WENT

OTHER

CE









SWE









AAE









Limitations and Future Directions
When interpreting the results, readers should consider several limitations to this
study. First, the number of children in the study was low and unequal between groups. For
dialect, there were more SWE- and AAE-speaking children compared to the CE-speaking
children. For clinical status, there were more children in the TD group than the SLI group.
With more children contributing data to the study, the children’s rates of zero infinitive TO
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could be tested more rigorously. More data would also lead to the analyses having greater
statistical power to detect differences.
Second, the current study was limited to child speakers who lived in one parish of
Acadiana (i.e., Assumption Parish). The study did not include children of other areas or
parishes in Acadiana or Louisiana. Additional regional variations within Acadiana or
Louisiana likely exist but the current study was not designed to examine these variations. In
addition, all of the children in this study were enrolled in kindergarten. Including children of
different age groups and/or including adults would allow one to compare generational
differences in CE speakers’ rates of zero infinitival TO, which in turn, would allow for a
direct study of the evolution of CE in Acadiana.
Third, the study was limited by the structure-specific nature of the investigation.
Infinitival TO is only one structure used among CE speakers. A future study should include
other structures that are thought to occur in CE to fully explain children’s use of CE and the
evolution of the CE dialect. In addition, the study of catenatives (i.e., gonna, wanna) and
dialect appropriate reduced forms (i.e., hafta, sposta, gotta, fitna) should be included in a
future study. These forms encompass the infinitival TO morpheme, and a future study is
needed to examine the nature and function of these forms within CE, SWE, and AAE.
Fourth, the data came from spontaneous language samples. While the language
samples are representative of the spontaneous language produced by children, they yield
unbalanced data. In the current study, the unbalanced nature of the data led to a limited
number of infinitival TO contexts for certain preceding contexts. A future direction could be
to develop a semi-structured elicitation probe, where preceding verb contexts of GO, WENT,
COME, and OTHER verbs are used to elicit infinitival TO.

92

Finally, the classification of the children’s dialects based on their school enrollment
also could have impacted the results. A future study could include a survey to allow families
to identify their child’s dialect and cultural heritage, or a future study could include a more
direct measure of the children’s dialects. A way to do this in the future could involve
classifying the children’s dialects based on their use of CE phonology and then seeing if
those phonological dialect classifications aligned with the children’s use of CE morphology.
Clinical Implications
Clinicians should be able to use the findings of the current study to better understand
the marking of infinitival TO by CE-, SWE-, and AAE-speaking children with and without
SLI. Studies such as Oetting and McDonald (2001), Jackson and Roberts (2001), and
Washington and Craig (1994) have examined the use of infinitival TO among typically
developing children who speak SWE or AAE, two nonmainstream dialects of English that
are spoken in the United States. The findings from the current study add CE-speaking
children to the nonmainstream dialect literature.
The findings also provide dialect-specific information about the important role of
preceding verb contexts within CE, SWE, and AAE. Recall that children who spoke either
CE, SWE, or AAE produced different patterns of infinitival TO marking following GO,
COME, WENT, and OTHER verbs. Understanding the rates at which children zero mark
infinitival TO and the effects of the preceding verb context on children’s rates of zero
marking are important for understanding the variation that exists within the dialects of CE,
SWE, and AAE. Similar preceding verb context effects also may be important for other
nonmainstream dialects of English, and the current study provides a model for exploring
these potential effects in other dialects.
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Findings from the current study can also be used by clinicians during the assessment
and treatment of CE-, SWE-, and AAE-speaking children with SLI. Prior research suggests
that a diagnostic conundrum exists for clinicians when assessing children who speak a
nonmainstream dialect of English (Seymour et al., 1998). The conundrum exists because
many of the same morphosyntactic structures produced by GAE-speaking children with SLI
are also produced by nonmainstream English-speaking children without SLI. As was shown
in the current work, infinitival TO should be a problematic morphosyntactic structure
because children’s use of it was shown to vary by the children’s dialect. However, the
current findings also showed that infinitival TO could be used to distinguish between
children with and without SLI within these dialects as long as the preceding contexts
involving GO, COME, and WENT were excluded from the analysis. In other words,
findings from the current study indicate that the diagnostic conundrum can be avoided or
solved by paying attention to the rates at which children zero mark infinitival TO. Regarding
treatment, findings from the current study also suggest that language activities focused on
infinitival TO within contexts excluding GO, COME, and WENT might be most beneficial to
children with SLI. Recall also that children with SLI were found to produce fewer infinitival
TO contexts within their samples. Given this, language activities that focus on increasing
children’s use of complex syntax and complex verb structure (which would inherently
include infinitival TO) would allow a clinician to address both of these SLI language
weaknesses.
General Conclusions
In the current study, zero marking of infinitival TO by children was examined as a
function of the children’s dialect (i.e., CE, SWE, and AAE) and clinical status (i.e., SLI and
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TD) and by the preceding verb context (i.e., GO, COME, WENT, OTHER). This study was
warranted to better understand children’s use of CE as a nonmainstream dialect, and the
linguistic profile of children with SLI within this dialect.
Results indicated that the children’s overall marking of infinitival TO did not differ as
a function of their dialects. However, the preceding verb context influenced the CE-speaking
children’s rates of zero marking in ways that differed from what was found for the SWE- and
AAE-speaking children. Also, for each dialect, the children’s overall rates of zero marked
infinitival TO were higher for the SLI group than for the TD controls, and this finding was
directly tied to differences in the children’s zero marking of infinitival TO when it was
preceded by a verb classified as OTHER. Together, these findings show subtle differences in
the use of grammar by children who speak different nonmainstream dialects of English while
also further documenting the grammatical weaknesses of children with SLI within these
dialects.
For CE (and SWE and AAE as spoken in Assumption Parish), the findings show this
dialect to be evolving, and this evolution involves the marking at which speakers zero mark
infinitival TO. While the rates at which CE morphology seems to be declining in Acadiana,
the current findings show that it is far from disappearing because the CE-speaking children
(and the SWE- and AAE-speaking children in Assumption Parish) are continuing to zero
mark infinitival TO in contexts preceded by GO, COME, and WENT at rates that are higher
than what has been documented elsewhere. These findings support Dubois and Horvath
(2002) claims that speakers in Acadiana produce features of CE as markers of their Cajun
identity.
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For children with SLI, the current findings further show that those diagnosed with the
condition present language weaknesses involving functional morphemes, especially those
related to the expression of tense. Given the current findings, tense-related deficits should be
considered a dialect universal trait of the SLI linguistic profile. The current findings should
also allay concerns about clinical errors that might be made when structures that vary across
dialects are included within assessment and/or treatment. As was shown here, the key to
assessing (and treating) children’s use of these particular grammar structures involves
focusing on the dialect-specific rates at which same dialect-speaking, typically developing
children produce these structures.
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APPENDIX A: IRB CONSENT FORM
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APPENDIX B: IRB CONTINUATION FORM

106

APPENDIX C: OTHER VERBS CONTAINING OVERTLY MARKED
INFINITIVAL TO CONTEXTS

Preceding Verb Context

Overt TO Tokens

ADVERB (e.g., How to do this?)
BOUGHT
BRING
BUILD
CALL
CATCH
CHANGE
CHECK
CLIMB
DARE
DECIDE
DO
DRIVE
FALL
FIGURE
FIND
FISH
FIX
FORGOT
GATHER
GIVE
HAPPEN
HELP
HOLD
HOOK
INVITE
JUMP
LAY
LEARN
LEAVE
LET
LOOK
LOVE
MAKE
MEAN
PARK

26
1
10
2
5
2
1
2
1
1
3
5
1
1
1
4
1
3
15
1
12
3
11
2
1
2
1
1
3
1
1
4
14
3
1
1
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Preceding Verb Context

Overt TO Tokens

PASS
PAY
PICK
PLAY
PRETEND
PULL
PUSH
PUT
REACH
RIDE
ROCK
RUN
SAVE
SEE
SHOW
SIT
SPRAY
STAND
STAY
STEP
STOP
SUPPOSE
SWING
SWITCH
TAKE
TALK
THINK
THROW
TURN
USE
WAIT
WASH
WATCH
WORK
WRECK
Noun Phrase (e.g., Mary and Bill to sing)
Prepositional Phrase (e.g., on a trip to go camping)

1
1
6
2
2
3
2
8
2
1
10
12
1
1
1
2
1
1
4
1
3
47
1
1
10
2
2
1
1
80
4
1
1
4
1
12
1
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